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Kiss me , make me drunk with your kisses! 
your sweet loving 
is better than wine 

* 

So begins the Song of Songs, often referred 
to as the Song of Solomon, one of the 
greatest love poems of all time. Set in a 
fragrant world of fertility and abundance, 
the Song celebrates the sexual awakening 
of a young woman and her lover, and the 
intoxicating experience of falling in love. 

It is no wonder that this book of the Old 
Testament, composed over two thousand 
years ago, continues to be a source of 
inspiration to poets and lovers. 

In their lyrical new translation, Ariel 
Bloch and Chana Bloch—he a distinguished 
professor of Semitics, she an award-winning 
poet—restore the sensuousness of the 
original language that is rich, joyous, and 
passionate. Scrupulously faithful to the 
Hebrew text, the Blochs strip away the veils 
of mistranslation that have obscured the 
power and meaning of the poem. 

"'Chana and Ariel Blochs translation, a rare 
conjunction of refined poetic resourceful¬ 
ness and philological precision, brings us 
closer to the magical freshness of this 
ancient Hebrew love poetry than has any 
other English version.” 

ROBERT ALTER 






“Chana and Ariel Bloch’s new translation 
of the Song of Songs is stunning in its 
simplicity, its exuberance, accuracy, and 
poignancy. Equally lyrical and impressively 
learned, their commentaries on the text 
offer just the illumination this astonishing 
poem-sequence deserves.” 

SANDRA GILBERT 

“Ariel and Chana Bloch have succeeded in 

i 

an extraordinarily difficult task. This is the 
best and most enjoyable translation of the 
Song of Songs that I know. Their notes, 
too, offer excellent insights to readers who 
know Hebrew and, for that matter, to 

those who do not.” ELAINE PAG ELS 

4 L [This] translation is lucid and direct, 
and has a lyrical purity that is delightful. 

It seems to me a model of how such work 

may be done.” W. S. MERWIN 

ARIEL BLOCH is Professor Emeritus 
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of Near Eastern studies at the University of 
California at Berkeley. CHANA BLOCH 

is a poet, translator, scholar and literary 
critic. She is Professor of English and 
Director of the creative writing program 
at Mills College. 
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“Chana and Ariel Blochs new translation of the Song of Songs is quite 
simply the best version in the English language. Its poetic voice, intimate, 
dignified, and informed by meticulous scholarship, carries us into the 
Eden of the original Hebrew text: a world in which the sexual awakening 
of two unmarried lovers is celebrated with a sensuality and a richness of 
music that arc thrilling beyond words.” S I EP H E N M}TCH ELL 

"i This translation] has a crisp energy that mirrors the poems springtime 
mood, and a phrasing that captures the impulsiveness and the delight of 
the lovers in each other and in their mutual imaginative play. . . . Next to 
Genesis, no book in the Hebrew Bible has had a stronger influence on 
Western literature than the Song of Songs. This attractive and exuberant 
edition helps to explain much of its power, while leaving its mystery 

intact.” ALICIA OSTRIKER, 

The New York Review of Books 

U (A) masterpiece has just appeared in America. . . . This is Chana and Ariel 
Bloch s beautiful translation of the Song of Songs, with the English and 
the Hebrew on facing pages, an informative introduction, wonderfully 
interesting note*, and a thought-provoking afterword by Robert Alter.” 

If GABRIEL JOSIPOVICI, 

The Times Literary Supplement (London) 
International Books of the Year Selection, 1995 
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I he Song of Songs is a poem about the sexual awakening of a 
young woman and her lover. In a series of subtly articulated scenes, the 
two meet in an idealized landscape of fertility and abundance—a kind of 
Eden—where they discover the pleasures of love. The passage from 
innocence to experience is a subject of the Eden story, too, but there the 
loss of innocence is fraught with consequences. The Song looks at the 
same border-crossing and sees only the joy of discovery. 

The poem is set in early spring, with its intimations of ripening. The 
rains of the winter season have just ended, the vines are in blossom, the 
air is alive with scents and birdsong. Since the poem speaks through 
metaphor, this setting reveals something essential about the lovers, who 
live in harmony with the natural world. The images of spring reflect 
their youth, and the innocent freshness of their passion. 

The woman appears to be very young, probably just past puberty. Her 
brothers call her their “little sister” and think of her as a child—“We 
have a little sister / and she has no breasts,” they say—though she is 
more grown-up than they admit: since by her own account her breasts 
are developed, she has reached sexual maturity (SiS-io). 1 The Shu- 
lamite, as she is called, is presented in relation to her close family, her 
mother and her brothers, as well as a group of young women, the daugh¬ 
ters of Jerusalem. She and her lover meet secretly in the countryside at 
night and part at daybreak, so it is clear that they are not married. 

For centuries, exegetes have considered their relationship chaste, 
ignoring the plain sense of the Hebrew. The word dodim , which occurs 
six times in the Song, including the opening verse—“Your dodim are 
better than wine”—is almost always translated as “love,” though it 
refers specifically to sexual love. 1 Moreover, the metaphors of feasting 

Compare Ezek. 16:7-8: “Your breasts were well-formed. ... 1 saw that you had 
reached the age of lovemaking” (‘et dodim). See Moshe Greenberg, Ezekiel , 1-20, 
vol. 22 of The Anchor Bible (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1983), pp. 270, 276-77. 

1 Song 1:2, 1:4, 4:10 (twice), 5:1, 7:13; compare Prov. 7:18, Ezek. 16:8, 23:17. 
Unless otherwise specified, references to the Bible are to the standard English trans¬ 
lations; occasionally the numbering differs from the Hebrew by a verse or two. 
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suggest fulfillment, particularly when they are in the perfect tense, and 
the verb “to come into” or “to enter” often has a patently sexual mean¬ 
ing in biblical Hebrew: 

I have come into my garden,. . . 

I have gathered my myrrh and my spices, 

I have eaten from the honeycomb, 

I have drunk the milk and the wine. (5:1) 

All this strengthens our conviction that the sexual relationship between 
the two lovers is not just yearned for—as has often been assumed—but 
actually consummated. In this respect, our understanding of the Song 
differs crucially from that of most commentators in the past, and indeed 
some even in our own day. 

How can a poem so voluptuous be so full of innocent delight? For one 
thing, since it relies on metaphor rather than explicit statement, the 
language of the Song is restrained and delicate even where it is most 
sensuous. And because the lovers seem new to love, tender and proud 
and full of discovery, their words have a kind of purity—a “cleanly 
wantonness,” in the phrase of the seventeenth-century English poet 
Robert Herrick. 

In the Bible, written for the most part from a male point of view, 
women are by definition the second sex. History is traced through the 
line of the fathers, as in the priestly genealogies (“And Enoch begat 
Methuselah”), and the typical formulas for sexual relations (“he knew 
her,” “he came in unto her,” “he lay with her”) make the woman seem 
passive and acted upon. But in the Song, where the lovers take turns 
inviting one another, desire is entirely reciprocal. Both are described in 
images that suggest tenderness (lilies, doves, gazelles) as well as strength 
and stateliness (pillars, towers). In this book of the Bible, the woman is 
certainly the equal of the man. 

Indeed, she often seems more than his equal. Most of the lines are 
hers, including the first word in the poem—“Kiss me”—and the last. As 
a rule, she is the more forceful of the two; her lover describes her as 
' ayummah , “daunting” (6:4, 10). Only the Shulamite makes dramatic 
statements about herself: “I am dark, and I am beautiful!” (1:5), “I am 
a wall / and my breasts are towers” (8:10), and only she commands the 
elements: “Awake, north wind! O south wind, come, / breathe upon my 
garden” (4:16). She isn’t shy about pursuing her lover: she goes out into 
the streets of Jerusalem at night to search for him—bold and unusual 
behavior for an unmarried woman (3:1-4, 5:6-7). She finds him, and 
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makes it perfectly clear that she intends to keep him: “I held him, I 
would not let him go / until I brought him to my mother’s house” (3:5). 

Her invitations to love are more outspoken than his: “Let my lover 
come into his garden” (4:16); “There I will give you my love” (7:13); “I 
would give you . . . / my pomegranate wine” (8:2). She is the one who 
takes the initiative in their lovemaking: “I awakened you,” she reminds 
him with some pride (8:5). In 6:11-12 he goes down to the walnut grove 
in an expectant mood (“to see if the vine had budded”), and there, to his 
surprise, she anticipates and rewards him. When she asks him to be true 
to her forever—“Bind me as a seal upon your heart” (8:6)—she phrases 
the wish in her own characteristically emphatic way. 

It is the Shulamite who pronounces the great truths about love: 

For love is as fierce as death, 
its jealousy bitter as the grave. 

Even its sparks are a raging fire, 
a devouring flame. (8:6) 

And she is the one who teaches that love must not be roused carelessly: 

Daughters of Jerusalem, swear to me 
by the gazelles, by the deer in the field, 
that you will never awaken love 
until it is ripe. (2:7, 3:5, 8:4) 

The wisdom here may sound like Ecclesiastes (“Everything under the 
heavens has its time and its season: ... a time to embrace, and a time 
to refrain from embracing,” 3:1, 5) but the spirit that informs it is very 
different: not a bleak determinism but the inner logic of the passions. 
And the voice is her own—urgent, insistent, filled with awe at love’s 
power. 

The Shulamite’s lively presence has been obscured by two millennia of 
translations and interpretations that, for the sake of propriety, have 
presented her as a sweet young thing, chaste and demure and properly 
bridal. In most translations (the King James Version is a notable excep¬ 
tion), she wears a veil, a reading not supported by the Hebrew. That 
incongruous veil, like the fig leaf of Renaissance painting and sculpture, 
is a sign of the discomfort of the exegetes. When we lift the veil from her 
face, the Shulamite is revealed as a passionate young woman, as spirited 
and assertive as Juliet. 

Apart from the Shulamite, women are given an unmistakable promi¬ 
nence in the Song. There is no mention of a father or a “father’s house,” 
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the usual biblical term for “family,” while mothers are referred to 
repeatedly. The Shulamite is her mother’s favorite (6:9); when she speaks 
of her brothers, she calls them, in the Hebrew, “my mother’s sons” (1:6); 
she wishes her lover were as close to her as a brother “who nursed at 
[her] mother’s breast” (8:1). She brings her lover home to her “mother’s 
house,” perhaps to signify a more binding relationship ( 3 : 4 , 8 : 2 ). She 
declares that she awakened her lover in the very place where his mother 
conceived and gave birth to him (8:5). Even King Solomon’s mother 
appears in the poem, crowning her son on his wedding day (3:11). 
Though the history of the tribe is shaped by the fathers, the traditions of 
love, in the Song at least, are handed down by the mothers. 

The daughters of Jerusalem act as a kind of chorus, a foil to the 
Shulamite and an audience. She addresses her feelings about love to 
them, and turns to them for help; they are invoked, and perhaps even 
present, during some of the couple’s intimate dialogues. Like the young 
women who accompany Jephthah’s daughter in her mourning, or the 
women of Bethlehem who come out to greet Naomi, the daughters of 
Jerusalem represent the social milieu in which the lovers move, answer¬ 
ing their need for public testimony and public validation. The young 
man’s companions, mentioned briefly in 1:7 (and perhaps 5:1 and 8:13), 
may serve a similar purpose, though unlike the daughters of Jerusalem 
they are given no voice in the poem. The lovers in the Song are certainly 
unlike the many star-crossed couples of other literary traditions who 
languish in tragic isolation. 

The brothers and the watchmen provide whatever friction there is in 
the poem. From the beginning, the Shulamite’s brothers are watching 
her; as one would expect in a biblical text, they are their sister’s keepers. 
In 1:6 we learn that they have rebuked her, possibly for her sexual 
behavior—that is, if “guarding the vineyard” is understood metaphori¬ 
cally. The enigmatic “Catch us the foxes” (2:15), which has been 
assigned to a variety of speakers, belongs most plausibly to the brothers; 
in their proprietary way, they are worrying about the young “foxes” 
who may be despoiling “their” vines (the vineyard is associated with the 
Shulamite throughout the poem). Later they consider how to deal with 
their little sister when she is old enough for suitors (8:8-9). We are not 
surprised that the Shulamite has the last word in these deliberations 
(8:10). 

When the watchmen first come upon the Shulamite in the streets of 
Jerusalem at night, they seem harmless enough, but later they assault her 
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physically (3:3, 5:7). Whether or not this incident reflects reality, its 
primary purpose in the poem is to create dramatic tension. By their 
opposition, the brothers and the watchmen provoke the Shulamite to 
reveal her resolve and assurance in love. And their presence serves as a 
contrast to the sweet flowing milk and honey and myrrh, which to some 
readers might otherwise seem cloying. 

Despite the brothers and watchmen, the Song has none of the dark 
complication of many familiar love stories. For Romeo and Juliet, love 
is wedded to loss and death; for Tristan and Isolde, or for Heathcliff and 
Catherine, love itself is a form of suffering. The word “passion” comes 
from the Latin patior , “to suffer,” and passionate love is often regarded 
as a consuming disease, its symptoms being (in Sappho’s diagnosis) a 
fluttering heartbeat, a burning sensation, a drumming in the ears, a cold 
sweat, paleness, and trembling. But apart from one episode of rapid 
heartbeat (5:4), the lovers in the Song exhibit few of the usual symp¬ 
toms. They don’t suffer love, they savor it. 

The Song has its moments of anxiety or yearning, to be sure, but the 
prevailing mood is one of celebration. Hopelessness is not among its 
charms. The young, in each other’s arms, sing a sensual music, their 
theme the transforming experience of falling in love. Like the blossom¬ 
ing wildflowers, they take no thought for the morrow. Sufficient unto the 
day is its own delight. 

The lovers are fervent, impetuous, filled with an unwavering headlong 
intensity. “Take me by the hand, let us run together!” in 1:4 proclaims 
their exuberance. Hyperbole is their natural language. Dramatic and 
self-dramatizing, the Shulamite sings out: 

Let me lie among vine blossoms, 
in a bed of apricots! 

I am in the fever of love. (2:5) 

And her lover matches her extravagance: 

Oh come with me, my bride, 
come down with me from Lebanon.... 
from the mountains of the leopards, 
the lions’ dens. (4:8) 

A moment later, they are tender and playful with each other; they vie in 
the gallantries of praise; she interrupts him lovingly to complete his 
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thought. He in particular is fond of affectionate epithets: “my love,” 
“my friend,” “my sister, my bride,” “my dove,” “my perfect one.” Both 
of them delight in the sound of the first person plural: “our bed,” “our 
roofbeams,” “our rafters,” they say, “our wall,” “our land,” “our 
doors,” taking possession, as a couple, of the world around them. 

Shakespeare was right about lovers: they have such seething brains, 
such fantasies. To be in love is to be caught up in the power of fantasy. 
“Be like a gazelle,” the Shulamite commands (2:17), as if the words 
themselves had the power to transform reality. In her mind her lover can 
as easily become a king. When she calls him “the king,” or when he calls 
her “nobleman’s daughter,” they are dressing up in borrowed robes, 
playing at King-Solomon-and-his-court. And though they seem, at least 
from this distance, convincingly pastoral, it may be that they are only 
playing at being shepherds; apart from 1:7-8, the images of pasturing 
(2:16, 6:2-3), those of the vineyard, are erotic double entendres. 
Perhaps, like Marlowe’s Passionate Shepherd, or Shakespeare’s 
Rosalind, they are really just lovers in shepherds’ clothing. 

Jerusalem is at the center of their world (“Shulamite” probably means 
“woman of Jerusalem”), but the geography of their imagination reaches 
from the mountains of Lebanon to the oasis of Ein Gedi, from Heshbon 
in the east to Mount Carmel on the sea—the four points of their 
compass. The garden of delights in the Song is a fantasy garden, filled 
with precious and exotic spices: 

flowering henna and spikenard, 

spikenard and saffron, cane and cinnamon, 

with every tree of frankincense, 

myrrh and aloes, 

all the rare spices. (4:13-14) 

Henna and saffron grew in ancient Israel, but myrrh, cinnamon, and 
cane probably did not, while frankincense, aloes, and spikenard were 
imported from faraway Arabia, India, Nepal, and China. 3 With what 
abandon these lovers inhabit their fantasies! But that is precisely what 
makes them seem so convincing. The Song of Songs offers us an imagi¬ 
nary garden—with real lovers in it. 


J Yehuda Feliks, Song of Songs: Nature , Epic and Allegory (Jerusalem: Israel 
Society for Biblical Research, 1983), pp. 22-26. 

8 THE SONG OF SONGS 



Elsewhere in the Bible, nature is the mirror of God, reflecting His 
power and sublimity, and man, that paragon of animals, is glorified as 
the crown of Creation: 

You have made him master 
over all the works of Your hands, 

You have set the world at his feet. 

(Ps. 8:6; compare Gen. 1:28) 

The notion of man’s preeminence was very likely formed in reaction to 
the neighboring pagan cultures with their animal gods, and it is as 
rooted in biblical thought as the archetypal oppositions of day and 
night, light and darkness, sea and dry land. But in the Song the name of 
God does not even appear, and there is no opposition between human 
and animal, no hierarchy, no dominion. Nature is the mirror of the 
human lovers. 

The lovers discover in themselves an Eden, thriving and abundant, a 
Promised Land of vines and fig trees, pomegranates, wheat, milk and 
honey. The poet’s metaphors keep shifting between the actual landscape, 
suffused with erotic associations, and the landscape of the body. The 
Shulamite waits for her lover in a garden, but she herself is a garden; the 
two of them go out to the fragrant vineyards to make love, but she 
herself is a vineyard, her breasts like clusters of grapes, and their kisses 
an intoxicating wine. 

The Song is filled with wonder for what the poet Denise Levertov 
calls “animal presence.” When the lovers are compared to animals, it 
is in tribute to their beauty and undomesticated freedom. Both lovers 
have dovelike eyes, and both are associated with deer and gazelles. At 
moments they seem almost transformed into those graceful creatures. 
The Shulamite, hiding behind a wall, is a rock dove in the craggy 
ravines (2:14); the young man bounding over the mountains is a 
gazelle, a stag (2:9). When she asks him to “be like a gazelle, a wild 
stag” (2:17, 8:14), she is sweeping aside the biblical hierarchies, and 
we are reminded that animals were once venerated for their power and 
beauty. It is not by chance that the Shulamite asks her friends to swear 
“by the gazelles, by the deer in the field.” In an oath, precisely where 
we might expect to find the name of God, we find instead the names of 
two animals that are frequently associated with the lovers. This oath 
makes plain the secular boundaries of the lovers’ world. Divinity lives 
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within them and their landscape; the earth is all of paradise they need 
to know. 


King Solomon is a central figure in the lovers’ fantasies, not a charac¬ 
ter in the poem, as commentators once assumed. His reign is invoked as 
a symbol of legendary splendor that enhances and ennobles the two 
young lovers. The account of Solomon in the Book of Kings, even if 
largely historical, appears to incorporate elements of legend. Solomon 
“exceeded all the kings of the earth in riches and in wisdom” (i Kings 
10:23). He controlled the caravan trade in gold and spices, and his 
merchant fleet brought back sandalwood, precious stones, gold, silver, 
ivory, apes, and peacocks (9:26-28; 10:11, 14-15, 22). He imported 
horses from Cilicia and chariots from Egypt for sale to the kings of the 
Hittites and Aram, while building his own force of twelve thousand 
horses and fourteen hundred chariots (10:26, 28-29). Women he 
imported, too, one might say—from the Moabites, Ammonites, 
Edomites, Phoenicians, and Hittites—for his harem of seven hundred 
wives and three hundred concubines (11:1-3). He was a master builder, 
famous for the Temple in Jerusalem; his elaborate palace complex 
boasted a separate dwelling for the daughter of Pharaoh, the most polit¬ 
ically consequential of his wives (6:38-7:1, 8). His throne was made of 
ivory overlaid with the finest gold: “Nothing like it was ever made in any 
kingdom,” and all his drinking vessels were of gold: “None were of 
silver; nobody valued silver much in the days of Solomon” (10:18-21). 
One can almost hear the chronicler’s gasp of admiration. 

Now, kings are regarded with a skeptical eye elsewhere in the Bible, 
and wealth is often suspect. The “Law of the King” in Deuteronomy 
17:14-20, apparently formulated with Solomon in mind, stipulates that 
a king shall not “multiply” horses, wives, silver, and gold (listed, yes, in 
that order). The author of Kings admits that Solomon’s love of foreign 
women led to idolatry and the dissolution of the kingdom (1 Kings 11:1, 
4, 9-11). And in the Book of Ecclesiastes, the king contemplates his vast 
possessions—gold and silver, herds and flocks, houses, gardens, vine¬ 
yards, orchards—with the weariness of the jaded connoisseur, and 
declares them all “vanity” (2:4-11). 

But in the Song, King Solomon is a sign and a wonder. Whenever the 
poet alludes to queens and concubines, horses and chariots, the cedars of 
Lebanon, gold, ivory, and spices, the reader is imaginatively invited into 
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King Solomon’s court. The geographical range of the Song suggests the 
extent of his empire, which stretched from the Red Sea to the Euphrates. 
Even the formulas of counting—threescore queens, fourscore concu¬ 
bines, a thousand pieces of silver, ten thousand men—owe something to 
the rhetoric of glorification in the Book of Kings. The Song lingers 
appreciatively over that world of opulence—that is, until the final lyrics, 
when wealth and possessions are weighed in the balance by the two 
lovers, and found wanting. The Shulamite scorns the wealthy fool who 
would try to buy love (8:7), and her lover grandly dismisses the king 
along with his vineyard, and his need to keep watch (8:11-12). Solomon 
in all his glory, as Jesus will later say, is eclipsed by the lilies of the field. 
In the Song, even that magnificent king is no match for the lovers, who 
feast in splendor. 


A poem about erotic love would seem out of place in Holy Scripture, 
particularly if one’s point of reference is the antipathy to sexuality in the 
New Testament. But sex is no sin in the Old Testament. As a matter of 
fact, sexual attraction is counted as one of the wonders of the world in 
the Book of Proverbs: 

Three things I marvel at, 

four I cannot fathom: 

the way of an eagle in the sky, 

the way of a snake on a rock, 

the way of a ship in the heart of the sea, 

the way of a man with a woman. 

(Prov. 30:18-19) 

The image in Genesis of man and wife “cleaving” to each other and 
becoming “one flesh,” at once mythic and anatomically precise, sees that 
union as healing the primal wound of separation (Gen. 2:23-24). It is a 
husband’s duty to provide food, clothing, and “conjugal rights” (‘onah) 
to his wife (Exod. 21:10). And since fertility is a central concern—God’s 
blessing over Adam and Eve is “Be fruitful and multiply” (Gen. 1:28)— 
sex within its ordained bounds is almost a sacred calling. 

In images that recall the Song, the Book of Proverbs recommends 
erotic pleasure as a remedy against temptation, a way of keeping a good 
man out of trouble: 
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Drink water from your own cistern, 
fresh water from your well.... 

Let your fountain be blessed; 

take delight in the wife of your youth, 

a loving doe, a graceful gazelle. 

Let her breasts fill you with pleasure, 
be entranced always by her love. 

(Prov. 5:15, 18-19) 

And even the skeptical speaker of Ecclesiastes sees love as a God-given 
consolation for the dreariness of existence: 

Go eat your bread with joy, then, 

and drink your wine with a merry heart, 

for God has already approved what you do. 

May you always be clothed in white 
and never lack oil to anoint your head. 

Enjoy life with a woman you love 
all the fleeting days that are granted you 
under the sun, 
all your fleeting days. 

For this is your portion in life, 
to repay your toil here under the sun. 

(Eccles. 9:7-9) 

But sex is sanctioned only in marriage; on this point the Old Testament 
laws are unequivocal. Outside the pale of marriage there are only crimes 
and punishments, catalogued in exhaustive detail. A young woman was 
assumed to be a virgin when she married; according to Deuteronomy, her 
parents had to produce the proof of her virginity (that is, the bloodstained 
garment) before the town elders in the event that her husband accused her. 
In the absence of such evidence, she could be stoned for “playing the 
whore in her father’s house” (Deut. 11:13-21). This severe penalty is typi¬ 
cal of the laws regulating sexuality—though, of course, the laws do not 
tell us how people actually behaved. And it is worth noting that sex 
between unmarried people, though hardly approved of, is not considered 
a flagrant transgression like incest and adultery (the technical term for 
such offenses is gilluy ‘ arayot , “uncovering someone’s nakedness”). 4 If a 

4 Rachel Biale, Women and Jewish Law (New York: Schocken Books, 1984), 
p. 175. This attitude was maintained by the rabbis; see pp. 191-1. 
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man forced a young woman to have sex with him, he was required to 
marry her, paying the bride-price of fifty shekels of silver to her father, 
and forbidden to divorce her (Deut. 22:28-29). At issue here is not 
premarital sex but property: an unmarried woman’s sexuality was the 
property of her father, and a married woman’s, of her husband. 

The perils of sex are dramatized in the Book of Proverbs. In one 
passage, an adulterous woman goes after her poor victim in the city 
streets at night, kissing him openly and seducing him with honeyed 
words: 

I have spread my couch 

with dyed Egyptian linen, 

sprinkled my bed 

with myrrh, aloes, and cinnamon. 

Come, let us drink our fill of love, 
let us make love all night long? 

(Prov. 7:16^18) 

This passage may remind us of the Song in its naming of fragrant spices 
and the association of wine and lovemaking, but while it makes plain the 
irresistible appeal of sex, it is intended, of course, as a stern warning. 

In the prophetic books, the whore and adulteress are contemptuous 
metaphors for Israel. Hosea, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel conceive of the 
covenant between God and Israel as a marriage—or rather, when Israel 
goes astray, as a marriage on the rocks, with God as the wronged 
husband and Israel as the unfaithful wife—and their images for illicit 
sexuality bristle with revulsion. 5 There is an element of horror at female 
sexuality in Jeremiah’s picture of Israel as a she-camel “snuffing the 
wind in her lust; who can restrain her when she is in heat?” (Jer. 
2:23-24). Certainly, Ezekiel’s talk of donkeys and stallions (23:20) 
makes the very notion of sex seem degrading. 

The biblical narratives openly acknowledge the role of sexuality in 
human existence. Samson and Delilah, David and Bathsheba—tales like 
these have led sober citizens to declare the Bible unfit reading for chil¬ 
dren. Women behave with a surprising boldness in some of these stories. 
Tamar, dressed as a prostitute, tricks her father-in-law, Judah, into sleep¬ 
ing with her; Ruth anoints herself, puts on her best clothing and lies 
down at the feet of Boaz on the threshing floor at night (in one interpre¬ 
tation, she seduces him). But for all their sexual aggressiveness, Tamar 

5 Hosea 1-3, Jer. 2-3, Ezek. 16. 
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and Ruth are interested only in perpetuating the family line. They make 
themselves whores for the sake of heaven, one might say; they are not 
sexual beings but the handmaidens of history. 

It is possible that the unconstrained relation between the young lovers 
in the Song is not so remote from daily life in ancient Israel as one might 
think. The biblical laws, after all, are prescriptive, and they do not neces¬ 
sarily reflect reality. Still, we must be as tentative in drawing inferences 
about social behavior from literature as we are from the legal codes. The 
Song is after all a work of the imagination, a work unique in its 
unabashed celebration of erotic love. Its theme is the wonder of a 
woman with a man—an unmarried woman, with no concern about 
perpetuating the family line and no motive but pleasure. In it, eros is its 
own reward. One might be tempted to call the Song subversive, were it 
not the least polemical of books. No wonder the pious exegetes of syna¬ 
gogue and church were so quick to marry off the young lovers. 


The language of the Song is at once voluptuous and reticent. “Let my 
lover come into his garden / and taste its delicious fruit” (4:16) is char¬ 
acteristic both in what it boldly asserts and in what it chooses to leave 
unexpressed. We can appreciate its restraint by comparing this verse 
with, say, the invitation of Inanna, the goddess of love and fertility, to 
Dumuzi in the sacred marriage rite of Sumer: “Plow my vulva, my 
sweetheart.” 6 In the Song, sexuality is evoked primarily by metaphors 
such as the vineyard and garden, mountain of myrrh, hill of frankin¬ 
cense, a mound of wheat edged with lilies, the sweet fruit of the apricot 
tree. The Shulamite describes her lover as a shepherd pasturing among 
lilies (2:16, 6:2-3); h e anticipates an erotic encounter by saying he will 
go to the mountain of myrrh (4:6). The use of metaphor that both 
reveals and conceals has the effect of enhancing the Song’s eroticism, 
while the suggestive play of double entendre suffuses the whole land¬ 
scape with eros. 

In celebrating love and lovers, the Song proclaims the power of the 
imagination. The verb damah (“to be like”) occurs with particular 
frequency; in one of its conjugations, dimmah , it means “to liken, to 


6 S. N. Kramer, trans., “Sumerian Sacred Marriage Texts,” in Ancient Near 
Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament , ed. James B. Pritchard, 3rd ed. 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), p. 643. 
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compare,” but also “to conjure up a mental image, to imagine, to fanta¬ 
size.” The lover imagines the Shulamite as a mare (the verb here is 
dimmitik , 1:9) and a palm tree ( dametab , 7:8); she imagines him as a 
gazelle or a stag (domeh y 2:9), and tells him to “be like” a gazelle or a 
stag (demeh leka , 2:17, 8:14). In using these verbs, as Robert Alter has 
observed, the poet is “flaunting the effect of figurative comparison,” 7 
deliberately calling attention to the workings of simile and metaphor, 
and by extension, the workings of the imagination. We have already 
noticed the role of fantasy in the Song. It is often hard to tell what is real 
and what imagined; for that reason, many readers have found the poem 
to be dreamlike, with a freedom of movement, a dizzying fluidity, that 
conveys the intoxication of the senses. 

Similes and metaphors from nature alternate with images from art 
and architecture in the four formal set-pieces where the lovers single out 
for praise the parts of each other’s bodies; these poems belong to a genre 
often referred to by the Arabic term tvasf. The images are not literally 
descriptive; what they convey is the delight of the lover in contemplating 
the beloved, finding in the body a reflected image of the world in its 
freshness and splendor. 

There is a striking Egyptian example of the form almost a thousand 
years older than the Song, which may have been known in ancient Israel: 

One alone is [my] sister, having no peer: 
more gracious than all other women. 

Behold her, like Sothis rising 
at the beginning of a good year: 

shining, precious, white of skin, 
lovely of eyes when gazing. 

Sweet her lips [when] speaking: 
she has no excess of words. 

Long of neck, white of breast, 
her hair true lapis lazuli. 

Her arms surpass gold, 
her fingers are like lotuses. . . . 

Lovely of [walk] when she strides on the ground, 
she has captured my heart in her embrace. 8 


7 Roberr Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry (New York: Basic Books, 1985), p. 193. 

8 Michael V. Fox, The Song of Songs and the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), p. 52; from poem no. 31. Fox makes 
a good case for the possible transmission of Egyptian love poetry to ancient Israel. 
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This genre was to have a long history. It later became a favorite of the 
troubadour poets and the Elizabethan sonneteers, but Shakespeare effec¬ 
tively put an end to it with his satirical “My mistress’ eyes are nothing 
like the sun.” 

If the first wasf (4:1-7) seems fairly conventional in its itemized account 
of the young woman’s body, each of the others is given an inventive twist. 
In 5:10-16, the Shulamite offers an impassioned description of her lover’s 
uniqueness in response to the daughters of Jerusalem, who have asked 
what makes him so special, the framework of question and answer adding 
a note of dramatic urgency. In 6:4-10, the allusions to King Solomon’s 
court, and the hyperbolic comparisons, invest the form with a mythic 
grandeur. Here the expected simile or metaphor about the eyes is replaced 
by an exclamation, “Your eyes! Turn them away / for they dazzle me” (6:5), 
and the final verse is couched as the extravagant tribute of Solomon’s court: 

Every maiden calls her happy, 

queens praise her, 

and all the king’s women: 

“Who is that rising like the morning star, 
clear as the moon, 
bright as the blazing sun, 
daunting as the stars in their courses!” (6:9-10) 

Finally, in 7:2-7, the Shulamite is dancing as the audience cheers her on: 
“Again, again!” (7:1). This time the traditional order of praise, from the 
head down, is reversed: starting appropriately with her graceful dancing 
feet, the Shulamite’s body, in intimate detail, is surveyed in her lover’s 
gaze. Reading these four wasfs together, we can appreciate both the 
homage paid to convention and the poet’s virtuoso variations. 

Though the Song is not a drama, as some critics have assumed, it is 
dramatic in effect, since many of the poems are either monologues 
spoken in the presence of an audience or dialogues between the lovers. 
In 1:15-17 and 2:1-3, where the lovers admire one another, part of the 
pleasure of the dialogue is in their quickness and verve as they outdo 
each other in praise. In 7:8-11 the dialogue is handled with great 
charm and imaginative freedom. The young man is confessing to the 
Shulamite how she once seemed to him inaccessible, a lofty palm tree: 

I said in my heart, 

Let me climb into that palm tree 
and take hold of its branches. 
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And oh, may your breasts be like clusters 
of grapes on a vine, the scent 
of your breath like apricots, 
your mouth good wine— 

when she interrupts him with a knowing endearment, completing his sentence: 

That pleases my lover, rousing him 
even from sleep. 

I am my lover’s, 
he longs for me, 
only for me. 

That playful interruption beautifully captures the intertwining speech of 
lovers. 

Though most of the Song is devoted to the lovers’ words, the poet also 
lets us hear their inner voices. What the young man confesses in the 
passage just quoted are his secret fantasies: how he daydreamed, how he 
yearned from afar. We hear the lovers musing aloud about their inten¬ 
sions: “I must rise and go about the city, / . . . till I find / my only love” 
(3:2); “I will hurry to the mountain of myrrh, / the hill of frankincense” 
(4:6). The refrain “His left hand beneath my head, / his right arm / hold¬ 
ing me close” (2:6, 8:3) is a moment of inwardness, a rapt meditation 
compounded of memory and desire. The Shulamite’s emotions are the 
subject of 5:2-8, when, ardent and impatient, the young man comes to 
her door at night. She coyly pretends reluctance, though her heart is 
beating fast. As soon as he leaves, she is filled with regret and longing: 
“How I wanted him when he spoke!” With economy and precision, the 
poet evokes passion, coquetry, self-reproach, and yearning, letting us see 
the tension between the Shulamite’s feelings and her words. 

The lovers take turns seeking one another: he invites her or “goes 
down” to her (2:8-13, 5*-2.-6, 6:2, 6:11); she goes looking for him or 
invites him (3:1-4, 5:6-7, 7:12-14). They move from desire to anticipa¬ 
tion to fulfillment and back to desire; sexual consummation, expressed 
in 5:1 and 6:12, is an episode in the poem, not its grand finale, and it 
doesn’t appease their hunger for very long. A number of strategically 
placed refrains punctuate the Song: 

I am in the fever of love. (2:5, 5:8) 

His left hand beneath my head, 

his right arm 

holding me close. (2:6, 8:3) 
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Daughters of Jerusalem, swear to me. . . . (2:7, 3:5, 5:8, 8:4) 

My beloved is mine and I am his. (2:16, 6:3; cf. 7:11) 

Who is that rising from the desert! (3:6, 8:5; cf. 6:10) 

The incremental repetition of refrains and motifs such as these, and the 
densely exfoliating metaphors, have the effect of binding the lyrics to 
one another, reinforcing the impression of artistic design. 

The lovers’ relations to each other and to the daughters of Jerusalem, 
the brothers, the mother, and the watchmen add up to a kind of “plot,” 
like the narrative thread in a Schubert song cycle. There is a perceptible 
symmetry between the first and last chapters: in both we hear about 
Solomon (1:5, 8:11-12), the vineyard (1:6, 8:11-12), the brothers (1:6, 
8:8), and the lovers’ companions (1:3-4, 1:7, 8:13). The Shulamite’s 
spirited response to her brothers in 8:10 resolves the tensions implied in 
1:6, 8:8-9, and perhaps 2:15. The elements of a plot are available, and 
we can hardly help wanting to link them, though plot seems the least of 
our poet’s concerns. The Song of Songs is a sequence of lyric poems, 
episodic in its structure—not a narrative, and not a drama. The so-called 
gaps and discontinuities in the text are problematic only for those who 
attempt to read it as one or the other. 

The Song doesn’t begin at the beginning, and it doesn’t have a 
“proper” ending. It starts at a pitch of intensity that implies an already 
existing erotic relationship. And it doesn’t conclude, as some might have 
wished, with the dramatic declaration of 8:5-7, scored for trumpets and 
high-sounding cymbals. Instead, it ends quietly, with the Shulamite’s 
“Run away!” (Hebrew berah , “flee”) in 8:14: 

Hurry, my love! Run away, 
my gazelle, my wild stag 
on the hills of cinnamon. 

This resonantly open ending reveals the poet’s delicacy of touch. We 
know the lover will return, as he did after the Shulamite’s almost identi¬ 
cal words in 2:17: 


Run away, my love! 

Be like a gazelle, a wild stag 
on the jagged mountains. 

Like a musical da capo, the parting in 8:14 inevitably implies another 
meeting. The lack of closure at the end of the poem has the effect of 
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prolonging indefinitely the moment of youth and love, keeping it, in 
Keats’s phrase, “forever warm.” 


The Song of Songs is a work of subtlety and sophistication, remark¬ 
able for its artistic control and elegant finish. Because of its consistency of 
characterization, themes, images, and poetic voice, it asks to be read as a 
unified sequence. 9 The Song is set in springtime, in the city of Jerusalem 
with its outlying vineyards and pastures. The two lovers are recognizably 
the samt throughout, as are the daughters of Jerusalem, the mother, the 
brothers, and the watchmen. Eros is celebrated as the most powerful of 
human pleasures; other conceptions of love—as irrational and destructive, 
say, or spiritually improving—are not even contemplated. 

It is of course conceivable that the Song was composed by a school of 
poets sharing certain values and recurring motifs, like the poets of courtly 
love. And one might imagine, too, that its unity and consistency were the 
work of a redactor who collected love poems of others, stringing them 
together with refrains and repetitions and multiple cross-references. But 
it is equally plausible, and rather more attractive, to assume that the Song 
was the work of a poet—one who, as so often in the Bible, would have 
found it perfectly natural to incorporate quotations and adaptations of 
material already in circulation. Indeed, if a redactor was responsible for 
shaping the poem as we now have it, then he or she was a literary artist 
of the highest caliber, and fully deserves to be called a poet. 

Some scholars, pointing to the shifts of scene or image or address, 
have argued that the Song lacks cohesiveness and cannot be regarded as 
a unified work of art. There are those who see it as an anthology of love 
poems in a variety of genres—lyrics of yearning or fulfillment, poems in 
praise of the beloved, duets of mutual praise, etc. A more extreme view 
takes it to be a patchwork of epigrammatic poems, some of which 
merely “fill up space in one column of the scroll so that a new, longer 
poem can begin in a new column.” 10 This approach bears the stamp of 
nineteenth-century biblical scholarship, which was typically concerned 
with breaking the text down into its constituent units. We have only to 

9 Among those who argue persuasively for this view are Roland E. Murphy, “The 
Unity of the Song of Songs,” Vetus Testamentum 19 (1979): 436-43; and Fox, Song 
of Songs, pp. zoz-z6. 

10 Franz Landsberger, “Poetic Units Within the Song of Songs,” Journal of Biblical 
Literature 73 (1954): ziz. 
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compare the Song with such anthologies as the Psalter and the Book of 
Proverbs to see just how unified it is. The Song is more of a piece too 
than Ecclesiastes, which purports to be the work of a single author and 
encompasses a variety of material, from prosaic to gnomic to high 
poetic. 

It makes no sense to judge lyric poetry by the standards of logical 
discourse, requiring a systematic progression from A to B to C and 
thence to a conclusion, with every link soldered firmly into place, as 
some exegetes do. None of the poems in the Bible would fit such a 
model. Even a short lyric like the Twenty-third Psalm brings together 
disparate elements: “He makes me lie down in green pastures” and “You 
spread a table for me in full view of my enemies,” shifting abruptly from 
shepherd to host and from the third person to the second. Apparently 
the biblical poets had a more flexible notion of unity and structure than 
many scholars have recognized. 

One source available to the poet may have been folk lyrics or secular 
love poems performed at banquets and festivals and transmitted orally 
for perhaps hundreds of years. Indeed, much of the poetry in the Bible 
originated in the oral tradition, and circulated in the mouths of the 
people long before it was written down. 

Singing to the accompaniment of flute, timbrel, or lyre was as much a 
part of the good life in ancient Israel as drinking wine or anointing 
oneself with fine oils; we know this in part from the scathing denuncia¬ 
tions of the prophets. Ezekiel, for one, hopeless about ever getting 
through to the rich and pampered, compares himself with bitter irony to 
“a singer of bawdy songs who has a sweet voice and plays skillfully.” 11 
One would like to know what was sung on festive occasions; perhaps 
something like 5:1 in our poem, which has been called a drinking song: 

Feast, friends, and drink 
till you are drunk with love! 

And it may be that some version of 3:11 was sung at weddings before it 
was incorporated into the Song. But there is no way of knowing which 
lyrics would have circulated in this fashion, or to what extent they were 
modified by our poet. 

The prominence of women in the Song, and the unusually sympathetic 
rendering of a woman’s perspective, has led some readers to wonder 


"Ezek. 33:32; cf. Amos 6:5-6, Isa. 5:11-12, 24:8-5. 
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whether the author might have been a woman. This question is being 
asked with increasing frequency about many of the anonymous works of 
antiquity, particularly those that reveal a sensitive understanding of 
women characters. For example, there has been much speculation (some 
of it rather irresponsible) about whether “J, w one of the major prose 
documents of the Pentateuch, was written by a woman. 11 In the case of 
the Song, the question arises naturally, since women are associated to 
some extent with poetry and song in the Bible. Women traditionally 
sang songs of victory (i Sam. 18:6-7; compare Exod. 15:20-21) and 
mourning (2 Chron. 35:25, Jer. 9:17-22), probably composing them as 
well. The rousing victory poem in Judges 5 was attributed to Deborah; 
though this may have come about because Deborah was a great political 
leader, the very fact of the attribution is of some significance. One would 
suppose that professional women singers ( sarot, mesorerot) also sang 
love songs, particularly when they performed at banquets and festivals 
(2 Sam. 19:36, Eccles. 2:8, Ezra 2:65). Whether or not they composed 
love songs is anyone’s guess. A poet would not have had to be literate. 
Most of the population was illiterate; it is only in the modern age that 
we associate literary composition with writing. 

It is possible, then, that some of the individual lyrics of the Song were 
composed by women, or that a woman poet was the author of the final 
version. This is a hypothesis that will appeal to many readers today. 
Perhaps it would help to explain why the Song is so remarkably differ¬ 
ent in spirit from much of the Bible. But ultimately, it must be said, there 
is no way to determine the gender of an author on the basis of style or 
content. Any statement about the gender of our poet is necessarily 
conjectural—and as impossible to verify as whether the poet was young 
or old, from Jerusalem or the countryside, from the north or the south. 


It was a common practice in antiquity to attribute works of litera¬ 
ture to eminent figures from the past—the Torah to Moses, for example, 
and many of the Psalms to David. In this way the Song of Songs, the 
Book of Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes all came to be associated with 


“Harold Bloom and David Rosenberg, The Book of J (New York: Grove 

Weidenfeld, 1990). See the review by Chana Bloch, “Shakespeare’s Sister,” in the 

Iowa Review 21 (1991): 66-77, and the other pieces in that issue’s “Forum on The 
Book of] y n pp. 11-86. 
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Solomon, who was known as a poet and a sage: according to the Book 
of Kings, he was the author of three thousand proverbs and a thousand 
and five songs (i Kings 4:32). The stages of Solomon’s literary career 
were worked out by Rabbi Jonathan, who deduced that the Song was an 
early effort: “When a man is young he composes songs; when he grows 
older he makes sententious remarks; and when he becomes an old man 
he speaks of the vanity of things.” 13 The biblical view of Solomon as a 
poet, and son of a poet, which persisted until the nineteenth century, is 
captured in a stanza of English doggerel: 

King David and King Solomon lived very wicked lives, 

with half a hundred concubines and quite too many wives. 

But when old age came creeping on, they both were filled 
with qualms, 

so Solomon wrote the Proverbs, and David wrote the Psalms. 

No one takes the attribution in 1:1 seriously today, though some 
scholars still date the Song early, linking the images of wealth and 
luxury, and the joyous spirit of the poem, to the Golden Age of Solomon, 
“the only really happy reign of an Israelite king” 14 —as if happiness were 
the exclusive property of the tenth century BCE. Like many great lead¬ 
ers, Solomon became a figure of legend, and the stories about him 
continued to flourish long after his time. In Ecclesiastes, probably a 
work of the third century BCE, he is presented as the type of the most 
fortunate man; in the Hellenistic age, Solomon with his riches and 
wisdom came to be regarded as a kind of Jewish counterpart to the 
Ptolemaic kings. 15 The Talmud, later, contains tales about Solomon’s 
mother, his wedding day, his magnificent throne, and the like, all fanci¬ 
ful elaborations of the biblical text. 16 The Song uses extrabiblical mate- 

,3 Maurice Simon, trans., “Canticles Rabbah,” in vol. 9 of Midrash Rabbah , ed. 
H. Freedman and Maurice Simon (1930; reprint, London: Soncino Press, 1983) 
p. 17. 

H M. H. Segal, “The Song of Songs,” Vetus Testamentum iz (1962): 483. 

1 ’Francis Landy, Paradoxes of Paradise: Identity and Difference in the Song of 
Songs (Sheffield: Almond Press, 1983), p. 29; Martin Hengel, Judaism and 
Hellenism: Studies in their Encounter in Palestine during the Early Hellenistic 
Period , trans. John Bowden (London: SCM Press, 1974), vol. 1, pp. 129-30. Hengel 
speculates about the fascination with Solomon in the Hellenistic age and later, citing 
the many writings attributed to him. Apart from the Book of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, 
and the Song, these include the Psalms of Solomon, the Wisdom of Solomon, and the 
Testament of Solomon. Hengel suspects the intention was to demonstrate the antiq¬ 
uity and superiority of Jewish wisdom to that of Greece. 

,6 Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
Society, 1909-38), vol. 4, pp. 125-76; vol. 6, pp. 277-303; compare Matt. 6:29. 
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rial about Solomon and treats it as if it were familiarly known. In 3:11, 
for instance, Solomon’s mother crowns him on his wedding day, yet 
neither the crowning nor the wedding appears in any of the biblical 
texts, suggesting that the poet was drawing on the folklore tradition. 
The references to Solomon, then, do not exclude a date of composition 
long after the Solomonic age. 

The most reliable criterion for dating the Song is language. After the 
Babylonian Exile in the sixth century BCE, Hebrew gradually came to be 
replaced by Aramaic as the major language of communication in 
Palestine. Hence the Aramaic portions in the late Old Testament books 
of Ezra and Daniel, and the traces of Aramaic even in the Greek New 
Testament. Historically, the language of the Song represents a transi¬ 
tional stage between classical Biblical Hebrew and the Hebrew of the 
Mishnah, a collection of oral law edited around 200 CE, which likewise 
shows the imprint of Aramaic. 

If a language changed at a constant rate, the date of the later biblical 
texts could be assessed with some accuracy by measuring their Aramaic 
content—a kind of linguistic carbon dating. Although this method is 
imprecise, it gives us a fairly reliable gauge of how far along Hebrew was 
in the process of change when the Song came to be written down. The 
following are examples of forms and expressions either patterned after 
or influenced by Aramaic: 

*eykah in the locative sense, “where” (1:7) 
sallamah “lest” (1:7), after the Aramaic di le-mah 
‘ad se - “before, until, while” (1:12), corresponding to the 
Aramaic ‘ad di 

rahitenu “our rafters” (1:17) from the root rht y as in rehtd in 
Syriac (a language belonging to the Aramaic family) 
berotim “cypresses” (1:17), as in the Syriac beruta, for the 
Hebrew berosim 

mittato se-li-selomoh (literally “his bed that is to Solomon,” 

3:7); this syntax occurs only here in the Bible, but becomes 
standard in Mishnaic Hebrew 

’ahuzey hereb “skilled in warfare” (3:8), after an Aramaic idiom 
me‘av referring to the surface of the belly (5:14), as in the 
Aramaic me'ohi (Dan. 2:31), rather than to the entrails, as 
in Hebrew 

The frequency of Aramaisms, reflected not only in vocabulary but also 
in morphology, idiom, and syntax, clearly points to a late date. 
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Like the Mishnah, the Song contains many new Hebrew words that 
do not appear in earlier texts or that replace older words: 

tiatar “to guard” (1:6, 8:11-12), used for the older nasar 

kotel “wall” (2:9) for qir 

harakkim “crevices” (2:9) 

setav “winter, rainy season” (2:11) 

pag “unripe fig” (1:13) 

semadar “blossoms or blossoming of the grapevine” 

(2:13, 15, 7:13) 
tannep “to soil, dirty” (5:3) 
qevussot “hair, bunches of hair” (5:11) 
ginnah “garden” (6:11) 

’otntnart “craftsman” (7:2) for haras 
mezeg “mixed wine” (7:3) 
sugah “surrounded by” (7:3) 

More than any other text in the Old Testament, the Song appears to 
reflect the vernacular idiom; one scholar calls it “the first text in the 
Bible that makes spoken Hebrew fit for literature, including poetry.” 17 
Some examples: 

se- becomes an all-purpose conjunction, largely replacing the 
relative y ast r (“who, which,” etc., 1:7, 3:1-4, 3:11, 4:1-2., 

6-5)9 ki (“that,” 1:6, 5:8) and ki (“because,” 5:2, 6:5), and 
forming compound conjunctions, ‘ad se- (1:12, 2:7, 2:17, 

3:5, 8:4) and kim‘atse- (“no sooner than,” 3:4). 

The masculine form replaces the feminine in the plurals of 
pronouns and verbs (2:7, 3:5, 4:2, 5:3, 6:6, 8:4). 

There is a major change in the tense system: the perfect 
becomes the regular tense for the narrative past, replacing 
the classical waw-conversive. 

Finally, there are words of Persian or Greek origin in the Song, pardes 
“orchard” (4:13), from which the English “paradise” is derived, and the 
enigmatic * appiryott, “pavilion, palace[?]”(3:9). All these factors taken 


17 Abba Bendavid, Leshott Miqra u-Leshon Hakamim (Biblical Hebrew and 
Mishnaic Hebrew) (Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1967), vol. 1, p. 74. The only exceptions to these 
innovative tendencies are the deliberately archaizing uses in 1:1 *aser li-selomoh , 3:11 
se’eyttah u-re’eynah , 4:11 tittopnah , and 6:9 va-ye*asseruhah . . . va-yehalleluhah . 
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together—the Aramaic influence, the similarity to Mishnaic Hebrew, the 
influence of the spoken idiom, the foreign loan-words—suggest that the 
Song was written down in post-Exilic times, most likely in the 
Hellenistic period, around the third century BCE. 10 

A Hellenistic date raises some intriguing questions about the relation 
of the Song to Greek literature and art. After Palestine came under the 
sway of Alexander in 332 BCE, Greek culture began to be widely 
diffused there. Greek was the language of administration and commerce, 
and was known to the upper classes. Thirty Hellenic cities were estab¬ 
lished, most of them along the Mediterranean coast or near the Sea of 
Galilee, and were settled by Greek officials, soldiers, and merchants. In 
a jumble of languages—Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek—a new culture began 
to evolve, an eclectic melange of East and West. The precise extent of 
Greek influence in the early Hellenistic period is the subject of some 
debate, given the fragmentary nature of the evidence. According to one 
authority, the works of the Greek poets and philosophers were available 
in Palestine, and “the man who wished to acquire Greek learning could 
probably achieve his object to a certain degree in the Greek towns of the 
country.” 19 

Scholars have long pointed out parallels between the Song and the 
pastoral idylls of Theocritus, court poet to Ptolemy Philadelphus at 
Alexandria in Egypt, who wrote in the first half of the third century 
BCE. Among the examples usually cited are the reference to a dark 
beauty, the comparison of a graceful woman to a horse, and the image 
of foxes raiding a vineyard, 10 but the affinities go beyond this handful of 
slender correspondences, which may well have come from the common 
stock of Mediterranean culture. The Song resembles Greek pastoral 
poetry in its central conceit—the lovers as shepherds in a setting of idyl¬ 
lic nature—and its celebration of innocent pleasures in highly sophisti- 


l8 See H. L. Ginsberg, “Introduction to the Song of Songs,” in The Five Megilloth 
and Jonah (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1969), p. 3; Fox, Song of 
Songs , pp. 186-90. 

r9 Victor Tcherikover, Hellenistic Civilization and the Jews , trans. S. Applebaum 
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1959), p. 114. 

10 For Song 1:5, compare Idyll X.26-27: “Charming Bombyca, all call thee . . . 
sun-scorched, and I alone, honey-hued”; for Song 1:9, compare Idyll XVIII.30-31: 
“As some . . . Thracian steed [adorns] the chariot it draws, so rosy Helen adorns 
Lacedaemon”; for Song 2:15, compare Idyll I.48-49: “one [fox] goes to and fro 
among the vine-rows plundering the ripe grapes,” and Idyll V.i 12-13: “the foxes 
with their bushy tails that come ever at evening and plunder Micon’s vineyard.” 
These translations are from A. S. F. Gow, ed. and trans., Theocritus (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1950), vol. I. 
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cated art. As in pastoral, the lovers exist in a world of leisure and 
delight, untroubled by the wind and the rain of a real shepherd’s life, a 
world conjured up by the poet’s idealizing imagination. The Song is 
informed by an entirely new sensibility, unique in the Bible. Given the 
temper of the times, it is possible that the poet of the Song had some 
knowledge of the themes of Greek poetry, just as the author of 
Ecclesiastes seems to have been aware, in a general way, of questions 
debated by the Stoic and Epicurean philosophers. 

One can more confidently assume borrowing in areas that were 
commonly accessible, such as the visual arts. We know that Attic pottery 
decorated with Dionysiac scenes has been found at a number of archae¬ 
ological sites. And what would our poet have seen on a visit to the coast 
cities of Ptolemais (Acre), Joppa (Jaffa), Ascalon (Ashkelon), and Gaza, 
or to Marissa, Scythopolis (Beth She’an), or Gadara, with their buildings 
and shrines, gymnasia and theaters? A statue of a nude Aphrodite was 
found a few decades ago in the area of Mount Carmel. 11 The nude 
Aphrodite was “an astonishing novelty” in Hellenistic art. 11 While 
archaic and classical Greek sculpture explored the beauty of the 
unclothed male body, the female form was draped, with very few excep¬ 
tions. It is only with the work of Praxiteles—in particular, his much- 
imitated Aphrodite of Knidos (ca. 350 BCE)—that the female nude 
comes into its own as a subject of Greek sculpture. There is nothing 
comparable in Jewish art, given the Second Commandment (Exod. 
2.0:4), which effectively ruled out the physical representation of the 
human body. One can imagine what it would have meant for a Hebrew 
poet to see for the first time, in a public setting, the sculpture of a nude 
body—and a woman’s body, at that. The lyrics in the Song praising the 
lovers’ physical beauty may well owe something to the encounter with 
Greek art. As in the case of Greek pastoral poetry, the argument does not 
rest on exact correspondences, and here again we are, of course, in the 
realm of conjecture. 


2, Elias J. Bickerman, “The Historical Foundations of Postbiblical Judaism,” in 
The Jews: Their History, Culture, and Religion , ed. Louis Finkelstein, 3rd ed. (New 
York: Jewish Publication Society, i960), vol. 1, p. 93. See the photograph of a nude 
Aphrodite found at Mount Carmel, dated fourth to third century BCE, in Cecil 
Roth’s article “Art: Antiquity to 1800,” in Encyclopedia Judaica , 1971 ed., vol. 3, 
col. 510. The evidence is unfortunately limited because the Maccabees in their icon¬ 
oclastic zeal destroyed pagan sites, and the Romans carted away much of artistic 
value; moreover, many sites are yet to be excavated. 

22 R. R. R. Smith, Hellenistic Sculpture (London: Thames and Hudson, 1991), 
p. 79. 
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A Hellenistic date for the Song is a hypothesis, and it is still contro¬ 
versial. In ancient history, there are no certainties, and more questions 
than answers. But it is clear that much of the Song is anomalous in the 
biblical context, and calls for explanation: the concern with the private 
life as opposed to the public and communal, the frank interest in 
sexual experience, the idealization of pastoral innocence, the aesthetic 
appreciation of the human body. All of this would suggest that the 
Song was composed in a Hellenized atmosphere. 


Readers today often ask, with some puzzlement, how the Song ever 
managed to “get into” the canon of Holy Scripture. It is, after all, an 
emphatically secular book: the name of God is never once mentioned. 
Nor is there any reference to Israel’s history, or to the national themes 
that figure so importantly in the rest of the Bible. The erotic joy of the 
two lovers, the human body presented as an object of admiration, the 
beauty of nature appreciated for its own sake—all seem out of place in 
the Bible. 

We tend to think of Holy Scripture as a single volume, soberly bound 
in black, with each verse numbered, and with cross-references up and 
down the margins. But in ancient Israel, “the Bible” was a collection of 
scrolls written on papyrus and stored in a room or cave. The Song was 
first written down in an age when literacy was not yet widespread and 
copying by hand laborious; the perishable papyrus needed to be care¬ 
fully stored if it was to survive in the harsh Near Eastern climate. Under 
such conditions, no work of literature could last very long unless it 
had acquired a devoted following, an audience that would wish to pre¬ 
serve it. 

Most people assume that the criteria for canonization were strictly 
religious, and that they reflected an orthodox point of view. In fact the 
Hebrew Bible, an anthology of works composed over the period of 
nearly a millennium, is a very heterogeneous collection. The word 
“Bible” comes from the Greek ta biblia y meaning “the books,” appro¬ 
priately a plural noun. Not every book meets the test of piety: Job and 
Ecclesiastes, for example, challenge the fundamental beliefs that human 
beings are the crown of Creation, or that evil is punished and virtue 
rewarded, yet they found a place in the canon. Some books may have 
been preserved for reasons of national pride, or because they were 
numbered among the literary treasures of the Jewish people—the Song, 
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in this instance, because it is one of the most beloved works of ancient 
Hebrew literature. 

There is barely any evidence about how the canon of the Hebrew 
Bible was formed: who made the decisions, what criteria were 
employed, and when the canon was closed. Scattered bits of informa¬ 
tion in the Apocrypha, Pseudepigrapha, Talmud, and Midrash, and in 
writers like Josephus, are cryptic and ambiguous. The Song is found 
in the third section of the Hebrew Bible—the Ketubim (“Writings” or 
Hagiographa), a miscellany including Wisdom literature, poetry, and 
history—that was granted canonical status centuries after the Torah and 
the Prophets. The scholarly consensus is that the canon was probably 
closed sometime before the end of the first century CE; many scholars 
believe that at the Council of Jamnia in 90 CE the rabbis simply gave their 
sanction to writings that had already been accepted as authoritative. 

There was apparently some controversy about admitting the Song to 
the canon, as there was about Ecclesiastes and the Book of Esther. Rabbi 
Akiva (d. 135 CE), who read the Song allegorically, insisted that there 
had never been any doubt about its canonical status: 

God forbid! No man in Israel ever disputed the status of the 
Song of Songs . . . for the whole world is not worth the day 
on which the Song of Songs was given to Israel; for all the 
writings are holy, but the Song of Songs is the holiest of the 
holy. 23 

From this denial of denials, we may conclude that there were still reser¬ 
vations about the Song even in his day. 

It may be that the attribution to Solomon in the title (1:1) was a factor 
for admission to the canon. A book believed to have been written by one 
of Israel’s admired kings, and preserved for a thousand years, would 
certainly have been difficult to exclude. (That this attribution was added 
by an editor, possibly for the express purpose of preserving the book, 
was recognized only much later.) It is generally assumed that the alle¬ 
gorical interpretation of the Song, which may have gained currency 
around this time, played a role as well. 

On the other hand, it is entirely possible that the allegorical interpre- 


l3 Mishnah, Yadayim 3:5, as translated in Sid Z. Leiman, The Canonization of 
Hebrew Scripture : The Talmudic and Midrashic Evidence , md ed. (New Haven: 
Transactions of the Connecticut Academy of Arts and Sciences, 1991), p. 111. 
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tation and the final imprimatur of the rabbis came after the Song had 
already attracted a popular following. We know that secular or even 
pagan customs of holidays like Passover or Christmas were often sacral- 
ized by the religious authorities because they were widely established in 
popular practice. It is not hard to imagine a similar process at work in 
the official reception of the Song, bestowing upon this most secular of 
books an aura of sanctity. At all events, by virtue of its place in the 
canon, the Song demanded interpretation. The Jewish and Christian 
exegetes, an imaginative and industrious lot, had their work cut out for 
them. 



For a book of only eight chapters, the Song has elicited a prodigious 
volume of commentary. There is hardly a line of the Song that does not 
present some difficulty, and no other book of the Bible has called forth 
such wildly divergent interpretations. 24 The difficulties arise in part from 
the compactness and concentration of the poetic form. While the narra¬ 
tive prose of the Bible is fairly straightforward and accessible, biblical 
poetry is compressed and elliptical, sometimes to the point of unintelli¬ 
gibility. The language, too, is very often obscure. The Song has an 
unusually high proportion of hap ax legomena (words occurring only 
once), as well as rare words and constructions. A hapax is almost as 
frustrating for the interpreter as a lacuna: even where the context 
provides some clues, it is difficult to establish the precise meaning of 
such a word. Verses like “King Solomon built an 1 appiryon ” (3:9) or 
“your selahim are an orchard” (4:13) or “a king is caught in the 
rehatim” (7:6) must finally remain a riddle. 

Actually, the Song itself is a kind of hapax, for it is the only example 
of secular love poetry from ancient Israel that has survived. Other love 
poems must have been composed in biblical times, including poems 
about courtship, marriage, or unrequited love, but if they were written 
down at all, they have since vanished. There is something to be learned 


M For a more detailed summary of the history of exegesis, see H. H. Rowley, “The 
Interpretation of the Song of Songs,” in his The Servant of the Lord and Other 
Essays on the Old Testament (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1965), pp. 197-145; Marvin 
H. Pope, Song of Songs t vol. 7c of The Anchor Bible (Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday, 1977), pp. 89-119; and Roland E. Murphy, The Song of Songs 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), pp. 11-41. 
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by comparing the Song with po >ms from ancient Egypt or Hellenistic 
Greece, but because it is one of £ kind, the Song is in many respects an 
enigma. 

Early audiences would have had no trouble understanding the Song in 
its literal sense; even in rabbinic times there were those who still under¬ 
stood it in this way. Rabbi Akiva warned, “Whoever warbles the Song of 
Songs at banqueting houses, treating it like an ordinary song, has no 
portion in the World to Come,” 15 the emphatic prohibition making it 
perfectly clear just what people were doing, and where. Rabbi Simeon 
ben Gamaliel (late first century CE) recounted that twice a year, on the 
fifteenth of Av and the Day of Atonement, the young women of 
Jerusalem would dress in white and go out to dance in the vineyards, 
calling out to prospective husbands, “Young man, lift up your eyes and 
see what you would choose for yourself,” and reciting verses from the 
Book of Proverbs and the Song of Songs. 16 These rabbinic passages are 
the earliest testimony we have about the popular understanding of the 
Song. For the young men in the tavern, or the young women in the vine¬ 
yard, the Song needed no interpretation, whatever the theologians were 
saying. 

But the theologians prevailed: for twenty centuries, the Song was 
almost universally read as a religious or historical allegory. The allegor¬ 
ical interpretation found its first great champion in Rabbi Akiva, who 
taught that the Song was about the love of God and the people of Israel, 
an interpretation elaborated in various ways by Jewish commentators 
such as Rashi (d. 1105) and Ibn Ezra (d. 1168). The Church Fathers, 
following Origen (d. 254), applied this reading to the relations between 
Christ and his Bride the Church, or Christ and the soul of the believer. 
For the rabbis and Church Fathers the “spiritual” meaning is inherent in 
the text; to read it as “carnal” is to miss its deeper truth. They found 
support in the Old Testament metaphor of God’s marriage to Israel and 
the New Testament image of Christ as a Bridegroom 17 —though nothing 
in the Song itself calls for such an interpretation. 

The rabbis and the Church Fathers were committed to an allegorical 
interpretation, moreover, because in their world the very fact of sexual¬ 
ity had become problematic. The rabbis associated the yeser ba-ra‘ (“evil 
impulse”) primarily with sexuality; on the other hand, they never saw 


1J Tosefta, Sanhedrin 12:10, as quoted in Fox, Song of Songs, p. 249. 
lfi Mishnah, Ta‘anith 4:8, as quoted in Fox, Song of Songs, p. 229. 
l7 Isa. 54:5, Jer. 2:2, Hosea 2:14-20; Matt. 9:15, 25:1-13, John 3:29. 
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celibacy as an ideal, but instead advocated marriage and “the sober duty 
of procreation.” 28 The Church Fathers were rather more extreme: 
Origen took Christ literally—not allegorically, alas!—and made himself 
a eunuch for the kingdom of heaven’s sake; Jerome (d. 42.0) believed that 
a man who too ardently desires his own wife is an adulterer; Augustine 
(d. 430) wistfully imagined procreation in Eden, when the body obeyed 
the will without the vexation of lust. These men genuinely believed that 
in reading the text allegorically they were serving a higher purpose. They 
sought to spiritualize the Song, to purge its mortal grossness, the way 
some Greek philosophers interpreted away the carnality of the Homeric 
gods, or Philo converted the legends of Genesis into a series of philo¬ 
sophical and moral truths. This kind of exegesis requires considerable 
ingenuity and linguistic acrobatics, and some of its more extravagant 
“findings” now seem very curious: the Shulamite’s two breasts as Moses 
and Aaron, or the Old and New testaments; her navel as the Great 
Sanhedrin or the order of holy preachers. 

Allegories that reconstructed the intimate passion of the lovers as 
political or religious history now seem particularly misconceived. The 
Targum, a seventh-century paraphrase in Aramaic, saw in the Song an 
account of God’s relations with Israel from the Exodus till the coming of 
the Messiah. Luther read it as Solomon’s thanksgiving to God for his 
divinely ordained and peaceful kingdom; one twentieth-century exegete 
read it as an Essene manifesto, with the Pharisees playing the role of 
watchmen. And as recently as 1992 a Jesuit theologian wrote a commen¬ 
tary arguing that the Song is “a text in code” about “the restoration of 
the Davidic monarchy in Judah after the exile.” A major discovery of his 
is a “hitherto unsuspected” meaning of the word “love.” Commentators 
have invariably understood this word to refer to the affection between 
the lovers, a reading he finds “reductionist” and “sentimental.” On the 
basis of his study of the treaty literature of the ancient Near East, he 
concludes that “love” is a technical term for the sociopolitical alliance 
between the house of David and the Jewish community. 29 One cannot 
help thinking of those learned, old, respectable scholars in Yeats’s poem 
who “shuffle” and “cough in ink” as they annotate the lines of the 
young Catullus. 


l8 David Biale, Eros and the Jews: From Biblical Israel to Contemporary America 
(New York: Basic Books, 1991), pp. 40, 43-44. 

19 Luis Stadelmann, Love and Politics: A New Commentary on the Song of Songs 
(New York: Paulist Press, 1991), pp. 2, 16, 23. 
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In the abundance and generosity of the Song, a lily is a lily is a 
woman’s body is a man’s lips is a field of desire. The allegorists, intent on 
delivering a spiritual equivalent for every last physical detail, read the 
Song as if they were decoding a cryptogram. From their perspective, of 
course, they were not imposing an arbitrary reading but searching out 
the hidden soul of the text. The allegorical interpretation now seems to 
us constrained and often absurd, but it may well have played a vital role 
in safeguarding the text. When we remember how many great works of 
antiquity have been lost—the poems of Sappho, for example, have come 
down to us only in fragments—we must be grateful for the protective 
wrap of allegory, if indeed it helped to preserve the Song intact. 

The Song fared better at the hands of the mystics, Jewish and 
Christian, who honored its literal meaning as symbolic of the human 
longing for union with God. The Zohar (a mystical commentary on the 
Pentateuch written in the late thirteenth century) speculated about inter¬ 
course between the male and female aspects of God, believing that this 
could actually be influenced by the way in which human sexual relations 
were conducted; for this exalted purpose, the Cabbalists were encour¬ 
aged to have intercourse with their wives on Sabbath eve. 3 ° Christian 
mystics like Bernard of Clairvaux in the twelfth century, or St. Teresa of 
Avila and the poet St. John of the Cross in the sixteenth, contemplating 
the love of God and the soul, found in the Song a source and inspiration 
for their ecstatic spirituality. St. Bernard, who wrote eighty-six sermons 
on the first two chapters of the Song, set the tone: “O strong and burn¬ 
ing love, O love urgent and impetuous, which does not allow me to 
think of anything but you. . . . You laugh at all considerations of 
fitness, reason, modesty and prudence, and tread them underfoot.” 31 
The mystics read the Song allegorically, to be sure, but they remained 
true to its intensity and passion, its emotional power. 

All along, there were those who favored a literal interpretation, 
though they had to pay dearly for their views. Theodore, Bishop of 
Mopsuestia (d. 42.9), who read the Song as a poem by Solomon in 
defense of his marriage to Pharaoh’s daughter, was condemned in his 
own day, and again after his death by the Second Council of 
Constantinople in 553—sufficient deterrent for any commentator with 

3 °Gershom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (1941; 3d rev. ed., New 
York: Schocken Books, 1961), pp. 225-35; Biale, Eros and the Jews , pp. 109-13. 

JI “Sermon 79,” in Bernard of Clairvaux: On the Song of Songs , trans. Irene 
Edmonds, Cistercian Fathers Series, no. 40 (Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian 
Publications, 1980), p. 137. 
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like inclinations. Among the Protestant Reformers, the humanist and 
Bible translator Sebastian Castellio considered the Song a “lascivious 
and obscene poem in which Solomon described his indecent amours”; 31 
Castellio thought it had no spiritual value and should be excluded from 
the canon. For this and other offenses, he was forced to leave Geneva. 

As the allegorical approach lost ground at the end of the eighteenth 
century, Protestant exegetes began to expound the literal sense, while 
attempting in one way or another to defend the Song against charges of 
indecency. In the Victorian era, some commentators who supported the 
popular “dramatic theory” spun out of the poem a scenario with three 
principal characters: King Solomon, a beautiful country maiden, and her 
shepherd-lover. The King carries the maiden off to Jerusalem, and tries 
to convince her to exchange her humble station for a life at court, but 
the Shulamite, a paragon of virtue and devotion, steadfastly resists his 
blandishments and remains true to her rustic swain. This soap opera is 
embellished with a complicated plot line and a moral purpose, neither of 
which has any foundation in the text. One famous scholar of Semitics, 
the author of an influential introduction to the Old Testament, defended 
this interpretation—“the triumph of plighted love over the seductions of 
worldly magnificence”—as having “real ethical value,” lending the Song 
“a purpose and an aim,” thereby saving it from the reproach of being 
“purely sensuous.” 33 So much for Victorian sermonizing. But even in 
our day there are exegetes who take an apologetic stance. Although the 
Song is no longer seen as the “erotic effluvia of the unchaste Oriental 
mind which calls a spade a spade,” 34 there are still commentators who 
prefer to think of the lovers as a married couple, or who declare their 
love unconsummated. 

A new theory was advanced at the turn of the century, based on 
research by the Prussian consul in Damascus, who saw the Song as a 
collection of poems like those sung at peasant weddings in Syria. In 
festivities lasting for seven days, the bride and bridegroom were 
crowned as king and queen, and their beauty proclaimed in formal songs 


31 According to Calvin’s account, quoted in Roland H. Bainton, “The Bible in the 
Reformation,” in The Cambridge History of the Bible: The West from the 

Reformation to the Present Day, ed. S. L. Greenslade (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1963), pp. 8-9. 

33 S. R. Driver, An Introduction to the Literature of the Old Testament (1913; 
reprint; Cleveland: Meridian, 1956), p. 445. 

3 *Max L. Margolis, “How the Song of Songs Entered the Canon,” in The Song of 
Songs: A Symposium , ed. Wilfred H. Schoff (Philadelphia: Commercial Museum, 
i 9 2 4 )j P- 9* Margolis is characterizing the views of his contemporaries in 1924. 
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of praise; war songs were sung, and the bride performed a sword dance. 
But the “wedding-week theory” doesn’t really fit the details of the Song: 
though the young man is addressed as “king,” the woman is never called 
a “queen”; the dance in 7:1 is not a sword dance, and apart from 3:11, 
the poem has nothing to do with a wedding ceremony. Still, it is conceiv¬ 
able that popular customs such as those in Syria may have had their 
analogue in ancient Israel, and may shed light on the composition of 
some of the Song’s lyrics. And this theory at least recognized the love of 
ordinary mortals as the subject of the Song. 

More recently, scholars have associated the Song with Near Eastern 
fertility rites that were celebrated with music and ecstatic poetry in 
Sumer from the third millennium BCE, and later adopted by the 
Akkadians, the Canaanites, and, some believe, the ancient Hebrews. 
Each spring the king and a priestess, representing Dumuzi and Inanna 
(Tammuz and Ishtar), would participate in this “sacred marriage rite” 
for the purpose of restoring life to nature. 35 Some of the images and 
motifs in the ancient Mesopotamian poems, detached from their original 
ritual context, may indeed have left their traces on the Song; an example 
of such an image is “Your right hand you have placed on my vulva, / 
Your left stroked my head.” 36 But fertility, the central concern of the 
cultic rite, is of no concern in the Song. And since the prophets emphat¬ 
ically denounced the fertility rites of Israel’s neighbors, it is unlikely that 
the Song would have found its way into the canon if it had anything to 
do with the copulation of the gods; human kisses were problem enough 
for the rabbis. 

The commentaries on the Song are, as Polonius might have said, the 
best in the world, whether literal, philosophical, ecclesiastical, allegori¬ 
cal-historical, comical-allegorical, or tragicomical-mystical-eschatologi¬ 
cal. They define the subject of the Song variously as the love of God and 
Israel, Christ and the Church, or Christ and the believer’s soul; the 
chaste love of the Virgin Mary; the marriage of Solomon and Pharaoh’s 
daughter, or of the active and the passive intellect; the discourse of 
Solomon with Wisdom; the trials of the people of Israel; or the history 


3, The clearest explanation may be found in Samuel Noah Kramer, The Sacred 
Marriage Rite: Aspects of Faith , Myth, and Ritual in Ancient Sumer (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1969), pp. 49-106. 

36 Ibid., p. 105. See also the Mesopotamian clay plaque of lovers embracing in a 
similar posture in Diane Wolkstein and Samuel Noah Kramer, Inanna, Queen of 
Heaven and Earth: Her Stories and Hymns from Sumer (New York: Harper and 
Row, 1983), pp. 43, 187. 
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of the Church—and that’s only a partial list. Commentators have 
praised the Song for teaching chastity, fidelity, and virtue, or denounced 
it as lewd and injurious to morals. Of course, every reading of the Song 
necessarily bears the imprint of the interpreter’s time, personal outlook, 
and taste. But whatever its ideological bias, this voluminous scholarship 
has advanced the understanding of the text, and no student of the Song 
can afford to ignore it. 

In some respects, the Song seems very accessible to readers now, more 
so than it has been for some two thousand years. The Shulamite, with 
her veil off, is a figure all of us recognize, and we find the frankness 
about erotic love more natural than did earlier audiences. In our day it 
is the innocence of the Song, its delicacy, that has the power to surprise. 
Perhaps that very innocence is one source of the poem’s continuing 
attractiveness. To read the Song is to recover, through the power of art, 
a freshness of spirit that is now all but lost to us. The Eden story 
preserves a memory of wholeness and abundance from the beginning 
of time; the prophets look forward to a peaceable kingdom at the End 
of Days. The Song of Songs locates that kingdom in human love, in the 
habitable present, and for the space of our attention, allows us to 
enter it. 
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About the Translation 
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A he translation presented here follows the Masoretic (or estab¬ 
lished) Text of the Leningrad Codex, the oldest extant manuscript of the 
entire Hebrew Bible (early eleventh century CE), which is reproduced in 
the standard editions of the Biblia Hebraica. We have taken into account 
variant readings in the major translations of antiquity—the Greek 
Septuagint, the Syriac Peshitta, and the Latin Vulgate—which occasion¬ 
ally reflect manuscript traditions differing from the Masoretic Text. 
Since the Masoretic Text of the Song is very reliable, we have found it 
necessary to emend only one verse, 6 : iz. 

Like most contemporary translations, we print the Song as poetry (the 
King James Version prints it as prose). In dividing the Song into separate 
lyrics, we have followed the internal logic of the text as we see it, taking 
note of changes of speaker or scene; the grapevine ornament marks the 
beginning of each new lyric. We sometimes differ from other translators 
in determining where one poem ends and another begins. For example, 
we separate 3:6 from 3:7-11 because, contrary to what is generally 
assumed, 3:6 is not a question, and 3:7 not an answer. Line breaks and 
stanza divisions reflect our understanding of the poem and our judg¬ 
ments about the demands of English verse. The Hebrew and English are 
presented on facing pages, the Hebrew in lines of verse corresponding to 
the English, along with chapter and verse numbers, as a help to the 
reader who wishes to compare our translation with the original or with 
other translations. The Hebrew includes the traditional cantillation 
marks. 

For the sake of clarity, four typefaces are used in this translation to 
indicate the different speakers: roman for the young man, and italics for 
the young woman; boldface roman for the brothers, and boldface italics 
for the daughters of Jerusalem. Although there are no formal indications 
in the Hebrew text assigning the verses to different speakers such as one 
finds in many translations (“The Shulamite speaks,” “The shepherd- 
lover replies”), the text itself often supplies clues about who is speaking. 
For example, the participants in a dialogue are usually identifiable 
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because Hebrew distinguishes gender formally in the second person: 
hirtnak yapah (feminine) versus hinneka yapeh (masculine), both of 
which mean “You are beautiful” (1:15-16). In some cases the identifica¬ 
tion of the speaker depends on one’s interpretation of the context. 
Exegetes and translators therefore differ widely in assigning verses such 
as 1:15, 3:6, 3:7-11, 5:1b (“Feast, friends”), 6:11-12., 7:10b (“That 
pleases my lover”) and 8:5a (“Who is that”). The reader is invited to 
consult the Commentary for our rationale in identifying the speakers of 
these verses. 

Our highest priority has been fidelity to the spirit of the Hebrew text; 
for that reason our translation is by no means a free re-imagining of the 
poem. Every line in the English is based on scrupulous research, 
explained in detail in the Commentary. At the same time, as one would 
expect in a poetic translation, we have chosen to translate freely when a 
word-for-word rendition would have been awkward, pedantic, or 
untrue to the spirit of the Song. In such cases, the reader will find the 
literal sense recorded in the Commentary. On a few occasions we have 
adopted a felicitous phrasing that we admired in the King James 
Version, the Jewish Publication Society Bible, the New English Bible, or 
the translations of T. Carmi, Marcia Falk, Peter Jay, and Diane 
Wolkstein; such borrowings are noted in the Commentary. More 
frequently, however, we will be found to differ, sometimes substantially, 
from the commonly accepted readings. 

The Song is one of the most enigmatic books in the Bible. Line by line 
and word by word, it is far more obscure and problematic than a reader 
of English might suppose, in part because it contains a higher proportion 
of rare locutions—the technical term is hapax legomena —than any 
other book of the Bible. A few examples, explained at greater length in 
the Commentary, will suggest how we went about deciphering the text. 

In resolving interpretive cruxes, our practice has been to look first to 
the internal evidence of the Song itself. Since the Song is consistent in its 
language and imagery, words or expressions or grammatical construc¬ 
tions in one chapter often help to interpret difficulties in another. For 
example, the notion of “spreading” implied in repidato (3:10) elucidates 
the rare verb rapped , which we understand as “to make or spread a bed” 
(1:5). Similarly, the notion of height implied in dagul “towering” (5:10) 
suggests a possible meaning for nidgalot y literally “the elevated ones” 
(6:4,10), which we interpret as “stars.” 

As a second step, we turned to other books of the Bible for help. A 
crucial instance is the word dodim y a comprehensive term for lovemak- 
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ing, including kisses and caresses as well as intercourse. This meaning 
could not be determined on the basis of the Song alone. However, the 
word occurs three other times in the Bible, in each case referring to 
sexual love. In Proverbs 7:18 an adulterous woman invites a young man: 
“Come, let us drink our fill of dodim [nirveb dodim ], let us make love all 
night long, for my husband is not at home.” This sense of the word is 
found also in Ezekiel 16:7-8, “Your breasts were well-formed.... I saw 
that you had reached the age of lovemaking [ ( et dodim] ,” and 2.3:17, 
“They came to her into the bed of love [ miskab dodim] and defiled her 
with their lust.” Given these uses of dodim , we can be quite certain that 
the word also refers to sexual love in the Song—something a reader 
would not know from most translations, which render it simply as 
“love.” 

An example that has a significant bearing on our view of the 
Shulamite is the word sammab , which occurs three times in the Song 
(4:1,3; 6:7); this has been translated either as “hair” or “veil.” Some 
medieval Jewish commentators understood the word as “hair” (the King 
James Version, accordingly, has “locks”), but the reading “veil,” which 
appeared as early as the Septuagint, made its way into most modern 
versions. Again, the meaning of sammab cannot be established on the 
basis of its occurrences in the Song alone. But the word is found once 
more in the Bible, in a passage of Isaiah which proves to be decisive. 
There, in a series of sarcastic imperatives, the prophet tells the Virgin 
Daughter of Babylon that she will have to bare parts of her body in 
public, exposing herself to shame: 

Take the millstones, and grind meal: 
uncover thy locks [galli sammatek ]; 
make bare the leg, uncover the thigh [ galli sok]> . . . 

Thy nakedness shall be uncovered, 
yea, thy shame shall be seen. 

(Isa. 47:2-3, King James Version) 

In this passage, “thigh” and sammab are both governed by the same 
verb, galli (“lay bare,” not “remove”). Galli soq means “lay bare [your] 
thigh” (obviously not “remove your thigh”!), and therefore galli 
sammatek can only mean “lay bare your sammab.” This verse in Isaiah 
clearly tilts the scales in favor of the meaning “hair.” One can under¬ 
stand why “veil” was adopted by translators in earlier centuries: a 
Shulamite who hides her seductive charms with a veil, as befits a chaste 
maiden of Israel, best served the apologetic approach to the Song—what 
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may be called the “pious bias” in biblical exegesis. 1 It is surprising, 
however, that the Shulamite still remains veiled in most contemporary 
versions of the Song, which are not governed by that bias. But as so 
often in the history of translation, a misreading, once established, tends 
to be perpetuated in version after version. 

Only after carefully weighing the internal biblical evidence did we 
consider that of the surrounding cultures. For example, the straightfor¬ 
ward Hebrew meaning of diglo ‘alay *ahabah in 2:4 is “his flag over me 
is love.” We consider this an exuberant metaphoric expression of the 
Shulamite’s delight in the young man’s love. There is no need to resort to 
Akkadian diglu “glance, intent,” from dagalu “to look,” and to explain 
this as “his intent towards me is love,” as some scholars have done. It 
isn’t likely that biblical Hebrew would have borrowed such a basic verb 
as “to look,” for which it has its own words (ra’ah, hibbit). Finding a 
verbal root in a cognate language is not in itself a solution to a problem 
in the text; the field of Semitic languages is filled with roots, not every 
one worth digging up. To our thinking, the traditional Jewish principle 
of exegesis from within the biblical corpus (nidreset tor ah rni-tok 
‘asmah) is often methodologically more sound than the hasty resort to 
extrabiblical sources. 

Readers tend to associate interpretive difficulties primarily with 
obscure words, but much of the meaning of a text is encoded in the 
inflections of a language: the moods and tenses of verbs, prefixes and 
suffixes, definite or indefinite articles, prepositions, and plural forms. 
Mistranslations occur when their specific functions are overlooked or 
edited out in unjustified emendations. It is best to proceed from the 
assumption that every such nuance is motivated and meaningful. For 
example, the tense of the verbs in 5:1 is crucial to the sense of the 
passage: “I have come [ba’ti] into my garden, I have gathered [*ariti\ my 
myrrh, I have eaten [’akalti], I have drunk [satiti\” The perfect tense 
here implies a completed action. Translations that resort to a noncom- 
mital present tense (“I come, I gather, I eat, I drink”), or an infinitive 
construction (“I have come ... to eat”), downplay the sexual implica¬ 
tions of the image, if not by design then at least in effect. 

There is no reason to ignore or explain away the possessive suffix of 
susati in 1:9, as exegetes have done for centuries. Although a straight- 

For another example of the “pious bias” in Bible exegesis, see Ariel Bloch, 
“Questioning God’s Omnipotence in the Bible: A Linguistic Case Study,” in Semitic 
Studies in Honor of Wolf Leslau, ed. Alan S. Kaye (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 
1991), vol. 1, pp. 174-88. 
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forward reading of susati yields “my mare,” the word has usually been 
translated with the indefinite article (“a mare”), and sometimes even as 
a collective noun (“my cavalry”). Neither reading is tenable on linguis¬ 
tic grounds. It may be that the erotic connotations of the image 
prompted the pious translators and exegetes to avoid the possessive 
suffix—or so at least it seems, since they certainly had no problem trans¬ 
lating yonati in 2:14, which has the same syntax, as “my dove.” Another 
reading that ought to be taken at face value is the plural bateynu (“our 
houses,” 1:17); there is no need to “correct” it to “our house,” as the 
King James and other versions have done. We read this as a metaphori¬ 
cal expression for the places in the countryside where the lovers meet to 
make love, and we translate, “Wherever we lie/Our bed is green.” 
Similarly, har’ini ’et mar’ayik (literally “let me see your sights,” 2:14) is 
usually rendered “let me see your face.” We believe the plural form is 
intended, and adds a nuance worth preserving: “Let me see all of you, 
from every side.” 

In a poetic translation, tone, rhythm, and sound are naturally of 
crucial importance. Since the Song was almost certainly intended to be 
recited or sung, we have paid particular attention to the music of the 
poem, which is rich with assonance and alliteration, as lines like the 
following may suggest: 

Nopet tittopnah siptotayik kallah , 
debas ve-halab tahat lesonek, 

m • 

ve-reah salmotayik ke-reah lebanon. (4: 11) 

Keparim ( im neradim, 

nerd ve-karkom, qaneb ve-qinnamon, 

‘im kol \asey lebonah. (4:13-14) 

Any modern translator of the Song must acknowledge the lofty 
achievement of the King James Version (1611). With its rich textures 
and resounding cadences, the King James Version’s Song is magnificent 
English poetry, justly beloved by generations of readers. Nonetheless, 
significant advances in biblical scholarship during the past four 
centuries—not to speak of the past four decades—have shown many of 
its readings to be in error, including some of the best-known verses, such 
as “Stay me with flagons, comfort me with apples” (2:5) or “terrible as 
an army with banners” (6:10). And its language is often dated, as in “I 
am sick of love” (2:5) or “My beloved put in his hand by the hole of the 
door, and my bowels were moved for him” (5:4). 
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Taken out of its accustomed liturgical context and read as a work of 
art, the Song becomes a new poem, just as a painting or statue in a 
church looks entirely different when displayed in a secular setting. The 
heightened diction of the King James Version, already somewhat archaic 
in the seventeenth century, was conceived for liturgical purposes, and 
would be inappropriate in a contemporary translation. One of the major 
challenges facing a translator today is to find the proper register in 
English, neither too formal and stylized nor too breezy and colloquial— 
language that is fresh and urgent and passionate, and at the same time 
dignified. Just as earlier interpretations typically erred on the side of 
prudishness, contemporary translations (perhaps to atone for centuries 
of exegetical evasiveness) sometimes verge on crudeness, as in a recent 
translation by a distinguished scholar: “Your vulva [is] a rounded crater; 
/May it never lack punch!” (7:3) This verse alone, with its three 
howlers, illustrates how important it is for a translator to be sensitive to 
levels of style. The word sorerek means “navel,” not “vulva”—and 
besides, the anatomical term “vulva” would be out of place in the deli¬ 
cately allusive language of the Song. There is a difference between sex 
and eros, as the poet of the Song is well aware. A translation of the Song 
ought to be informed by this distinction. 

Translating an ancient text is in some ways analogous to the process 
of restoring a work of art that has been dulled by time. Not long ago, a 
team of conservators examined the frescoes on the ceiling of the Sistine 
Chapel using infrared light to penetrate the surface, and then, with 
meticulous care, set about removing five centuries of grime, soot, smoke, 
and old varnish. The work of the conservators revealed unexpectedly 
brilliant colors, hues of turquoise and orange that seemed quite unlike 
Michelangelo—that is, unlike the Michelangelo of tradition, who was 
thought to favor a much darker palette. Readers of this translation will 
discover that the colors of the Song are brighter, its music more sensu¬ 
ous, than they may have anticipated from other versions. Those charms 
of the Song are not our invention; they belong to the pleasures of the 
Hebrew. Our aim has been to restore in English the passion and inten¬ 
sity of the original. 
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Kiss me, make me drunk with your kisses! 

Your sweet loving 
is better than wine. 

You are fragrant, 
you are myrrh and aloes . 

All the young women want you . 

Take me by the hand, let us run together! 

My lover, my king, has brought me into his chambers . 
We will laugh, you and I, and count 
each kiss, 
better than wine . 

Every one of them wants you . 
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I am dark, daughters of Jerusalem, 
and I am beautiful! 

Dark as the tents of Kedar, lavish 
as Solomon’s tapestries . 

Do not see me only as dark: 
the sun has stared at me . 

My brothers were angry with me, 
they made me guard the vineyards . 
I have not guarded my own . 
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Tell me, my only love, 
where do you pasture your sheep, 
where will you let them rest 
in the heat of noon? 

Why should I lose my way among the flocks 
of your companions ? 

Loveliest of women, 

if you lose your way, 

follow in the tracks of the sheep, 

graze your goats in the shade 

of the shepherds’ tents. 
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My love, I dreamed of you 
as a mare, my very own, 
among Pharaoh’s chariots. 

Your cheekbones, 

those looped earrings, 

that string of beads at your throat! 

I will make you golden earrings 
with silver filigree. 
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My king lay down beside me 
and my fragrance 
wakened the night 

All night between my breasts 
my love is a cluster of myrrh, 
a sheaf of henna blossoms 
in the vineyards of Ein Gedi . 

And you, my beloved, 
how beautiful you are! 

Your eyes are doves. 

You are beautiful, my king, 
and gentle . Wherever we lie 
our bed is green. 

Our roofbeams are cedar, 
our rafters fir . 
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I am the rose of Sharon, 
the wild lily of the valleys. 

Like a lily in a field 
of thistles, 
such is my love 
among the young women. 

And my beloved among the young men 
is a branching apricot tree in the wood . 
In that shade I have often lingered, 
tasting the fruit . 



i>*n n>a*^N 'jman 

1 * T - J - " f 4 - • Y1 

:nanN frm 

rr i i- vr T J « • • 



rrhb>ipN| >«arap 5 
nmiana nnan 

K * • ‘ U “ 

:>jn nanN rfclma 

• it yy n i* jr r 


>ib'Nib non frNnt> 6 

• I " J" I 

:> 3 pann u»n>i 

• n m i • i v * r 


n$wv nlia nanN >nyavn 

f It <1 T I t • t * I • 


I 


mvn nl'?>Ka in nlNasa 

k* * - j i - • v 


T t 


nariNirm vnuarwo I vnvrrnN 

yy ir i » ff i it • t r t 


:yanny> *n> 





Now he has brought me to the house of wine 
and his flag over me is love . 

Let me lie among vine blossoms, 
in a bed of apricots! 

I am in the fever of love. 

His left hand beneath my head, 
his right arm 
holding me close. 

Daughters of Jerusalem, swear to me 
by the gazelles, by the deer in the field, 
that you will never awaken love 
until it is ripe. 
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The voice of my love: listen! 
bounding over the mountains 
toward me, across the hills. 

My love is a gazelle, a wild stag. 

There he stands on the other side 
of our wall, gazing 
between the stones. 

And he calls to me: 

Hurry, my love, my friend, 
and come away! 

Look, winter is over, 

the rains are done, 

wildflowers spring up in the fields. 

Now is the time of the nightingale. 

In every meadow you hear 
the song of the turtledove. 

The fig tree has sweetened 
its new green fruit 

and the young budded vines smell spicy. 
Hurry, my love, my friend 
come away. 
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My dove in the clefts of the rock, 
in the shadow of the cliff, 
let me see you, all of you! 

Let me hear your voice, 
your delicious song, 

I love to look at you. 
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Catch us the foxes, 

the quick little foxes 

that raid our vineyards 

now, when the vines are in blossom. 
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My beloved is mine and I am his. 

He feasts 
in a field of lilies. 

17 Before day breathes, 

before the shadows of night are gone, 
run away, my love! 

Be like a gazelle, a wild stag 
on the jagged mountains. 
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At night in my bed I longed 
for my only love. 

I sought him, but did not find him. 

I must rise and go about the city, 

the narrow streets and squares, till I find 

my only love. 

I sought him everywhere 
but I could not find him. 

Then the watchmen found me 
as they went about the city. 

“Have you seen him? Have you seen 
the one I love?” 

I had just passed them when I found 
my only love. 

I held him, I would not let him go 
until I brought him to my mother’s house, 
into my mother’s room. 

Daughters of Jerusalem, swear to me 
by the gazelles, by the deer in the field, 
that you will never awaken love 
until it is ripe. 
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Who is that rising from the desert 
like a pillar of smoke, 

more fragrant with myrrh and frankincense 
than all the spices of the merchant! 
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Oh the splendors of King Solomon! 

The bravest of Israel surround his bed, 
threescore warriors, 
each of them skilled in battle, 
each with his sword on his thigh 
against the terror of night . 

9 King Solomon built a pavilion 
from the cedars of Lebanon . 

10 Its pillars he made of silver, 
cushions of gold, 
couches of purple linen, 

and the daughters of Jerusalem 
paved it with love . 

11 Come out, O daughters of Zion, 
and gaze at Solomon the King! 

See the crown his mother set on his head 
on the day of his wedding, 
the day of his heart's great joy: 
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How beautiful you are, my love, 
my friend! The doves of your eyes 
looking out 

from the thicket of your hair. 

Your hair 

like a flock of goats 
bounding down Mount Gilead. 

Your teeth white ewes, 
all alike, 

that come up fresh from the pond. 

A crimson ribbon your lips— 
how I listen for your voice! 

The curve of your cheek 

a pomegranate 

in the thicket of your hair. 

Your neck is a tower of David 
raised in splendor, 
a thousand bucklers hang upon it, 
all the shields of the warriors. 
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4 5 Your breasts are two fawns, 

twins of a gazelle, 
grazing in a field of lilies. 

6 Before day breathes, 

before the shadows of night are gone, 
I will hurry to the mountain of myrrh, 
the hill of frankincense. 

7 You are all beautiful, my love, 
my perfect one. 
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Oh come with me, my bride, 
come down with me from Lebanon. 

Look down from the peak of Amana, 
look down from Senir and Hermon, 
from the mountains of the leopards, 
the lions’ dens. 

You have ravished my heart, 
my sister, my bride, 

ravished me with one glance of your eyes, 
one link of your necklace. 

And oh, your sweet loving, 
my sister, my bride. 

The wine of your kisses, the spice 
of your fragrant oils. 

Your lips are honey, honey and milk 

are under your tongue, 

your clothes hold the scent of Lebanon. 
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An enclosed garden is my sister, my bride, 
a hidden well, a sealed spring. 



13 Your branches are an orchard 

of pomegranate trees heavy with fruit, 
flowering henna and spikenard, 

14 spikenard and saffron, cane and cinnamon, 
with every tree of frankincense, 

myrrh and aloes, 
all the rare spices. 

15 You are a fountain in the garden, 

a well of living waters 

that stream from Lebanon. 
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Awake, north wind! O south wind, come, 
breathe upon my garden, 
let its spices stream out . 

Let my lover come into his garden 
and taste its delicious fruit. 

I have come into my garden, 
my sister, my bride, 

I have gathered my myrrh and my spices, 

I have eaten from the honeycomb, 

I have drunk the milk and the wine. 

Feast, friends, and drink 
till you are drunk with love! 
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I was asleep but my heart stayed awake. 
Listen! 

my lover knocking: 

“Open, my sister, my friend, 
my dove, my perfect one! 

My hair is wet, drenched 
with the dew of night.” 

“But I have taken off my clothes, 
how can I dress again? 

I have bathed my feet, 
must I dirty them?” 

My love reached in for the latch 
and my heart 
beat wild . 

I rose to open to my love, 
my fingers wet with myrrh, 
sweet flowing myrrh 
on the doorbolt . 
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5 6 I opened to my love 

but he had slipped away. 

How I wanted him when he spoke! 

I sought him everywhere 
but could not find him. 

I called his name 
but he did not answer. 

7 Then the watchmen found me 
as they went about the city. 

They beat me, they bruised me, 

they tore the shawl from my shoulders, 
those watchmen of the walls. 

8 Swear to me, daughters of Jerusalem! 
If you find him now 

you must tell him 
I am in the fever of love. 


85 




Uto ijjlTnn 9 m 

D'\&aa na»n 

A* T - \7 T “ 

n4n ^jtrnn 

:unv3u?n rD3\& 

IT 1 - I • T \JT T 

di*tmi nn 10 

T I / 

iramn bin 

If f II" V T 

T9 tans iwi 11 

A T T JT ^ 

n^nbn I'nlanp 

• - 1 - t yi 

:3Til>3 nliriTP 

1“ IT ^ f 

n'n 'i?'9N-^y n'31'3 i»3»y n 

• AT J" - VI * - 

317113' fll^ril 

T T IT II 

:nN>»n'^j) nl3\&> 

1“ ■ * W I • 

nvin navn >3 vnb 13 

▼ - J- ^11- T T I ^ 

n'npm nlbian 

A" *T I T V t I • 

n» 3 \&iu> vnlnflv 

• - I T I • 

:13 V lln nlflU'3 

I- J w I « 




How is your lover different 

from any other, O beautiful woman? 

Who is your lover 

that we must swear to you ? 

My beloved is milk and wine, 
he towers 

above ten thousand . 

His head is burnished gold, 
the mane of his hair 
black as the raven . 

His eyes like doves 
by the rivers 
of milk and plenty: 

His cheeks a bed of spices, 
a treasure 

of precious scents, his lips 
red lilies wet with myrrh . 
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5 14 His arm a golden scepter with gems of topaz , 

his loins the ivory of thrones 
inlaid with sapphire, 

15 his thighs like marble pillars 
on pedestals of gold. 

Tall as Mount Lebanon , 
a man like a cedar! 

16 His mouth is sweet wine , he is all delight. 

This is my beloved 
and this is my friend , 

O daughters of Jerusalem. 
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Where has your lover gone , 

O beautiful one? 

Say where he is 

and we will seek him with you. 

My love has gone down to 
his garden, to the beds of spices, 
to graze and to gather lilies. 

My beloved is mine and I am his. 

He feasts 

in a field of lilies. 
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4 You are beautiful, my love, as Tirzah, 
majestic as Jerusalem, 

daunting 

as the stars in their courses. 

5 Your eyes! Turn them away 
for they dazzle me. 

Your hair is like a flock of goats 
bounding down Mount Gilead. 

6 Your teeth white ewes, 
all alike, 

that come up fresh from the pond. 

7 The curve of your cheek 
a pomegranate 

in your thicket of hair. 
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6 8 Threescore are the queens, 

fourscore the king’s women, 

and maidens, maidens without number. 

9 One alone is my dove, 
my perfect, my only one, 
love of her mother, light 
of her mother’s eyes. 

Every maiden calls her happy, 

queens praise her, 

and all the king’s women: 

i o “Who is that rising like the morning star, 

clear as the moon, 

# 

bright as the blazing sun, 
daunting as the stars in their coursesV* 
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6 11 Then I went down to the walnut grove 

to see the new green by the brook, 

to see if the vine had budded, 

if the pomegranate trees were in flower. 

12 And oh! before I was aware, 

she sat me in the most lavish of chariots. 
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Again, O Shulamite, 
dance again, 

that we may watch you dancing! 

Why do you gaze at the Shulamite 
as she whirls 

down the rows of dancers? 

How graceful your steps in those sandals, 
O nobleman’s daughter. 

The gold of your thigh 
shaped by a master craftsman. 

Your navel is the moon’s 
bright drinking cup. 

May it brim with wine! 

Your belly is a mound of wheat 
edged with lilies. 

Your breasts are two fawns, 
twins of a gazelle. 
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5 Your neck is a tower of ivory. 

Your eyes are pools in Heshbon, at the gates 
of that city of lords. 

Your proud nose the tower of Lebanon 
that looks toward Damascus. 

6 Your head crowns you like Mount Carmel, 
the hair of your head 

like royal purple. A king 
is caught in the thicket. 

7 How wonderful you are, O Love, 
how much sweeter 

than all other pleasures! 
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7 8 That day you seemed to me a tall palm tree 

and your breasts 
the clusters of its fruit. 

9 I said in my heart, 

Let me climb into that palm tree 
and take hold of its branches. 

And oh, may your breasts be like clusters 
of grapes on a vine, the scent 
of your breath like apricots, 

10 your mouth good wine— 

That pleases my lover, rousing him 
even from sleep . 

11 I am my lover's, 
he longs for me, 
only for me . 
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Come, my beloved, 

let us go out into the fields 

and lie all night among the flowering henna . 

Let us go early to the vineyards 
to see if the vine has budded, 
if the blossoms have opened 
and the pomegranate is in flower . 

There I will give you my love . 

The air is filled with the scent of mandrakes 

and at our doors 

rare fruit of every kind, my love, 

I have stored away for you . 
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If only you were a brother 
who nursed at my mother's breast! 

I would kiss you in the streets 
and no one would scorn me. 

I would bring you to the house of my mother 
and she would teach me. 

I would give you spiced wine to drink, 
my pomegranate wine. 

His left hand beneath my head, 
his right arm 
holding me close. 

Daughters of Jerusalem, swear to me 
that you will never awaken love 
until it is ripe. 
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8 5 Who is that 

rising from the desert , 

her head on her lover's shoulder! 
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There, beneath the apricot tree, 
your mother conceived you, 
there you were born. 

In that very place, I awakened you. 

Bind me as a seal upon your heart, 
a sign upon your arm, 

for love is as fierce as death, 
its jealousy bitter as the grave. 

Even its sparks are a raging fire, 
a devouring flame. 

Great seas cannot extinguish love, 
no river can sweep it away. 

If a man tried to buy love 
with all the wealth of his house, 
he would be despised. 
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We have a little sister 
and she has no breasts. 

What shall we do for our sister 
when suitors besiege her? 

If she is a wall, we will build 
a silver turret upon her. 

If she is a door, we will bolt her 
with beams of cedarwood. 

I am a wall 

and my breasts are towers . 

But for my lover I am 
a city of peace. 
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King Solomon had a vineyard 
on the Hill of Plenty. 

He gave that vineyard to watchmen 
and each would earn for its fruit 
one thousand pieces of silver. 

My vineyard is all my own. 

Keep your thousand, Solomon! And pay 
two hundred to those 
who must guard the fruit. 
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O woman in the garden, 

all our friends listen for your voice. 

Let me hear it now. 

Hurry, my love! Run away, 
my gazelle, my wild stag 
on the hills of cinnamon. 
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1 HE POETRY of the Song of Songs is an exquisite balance of ripe 
sensuality and delicacy of expression and feeling. In Chana Bloch’s apt 
phrase in her introductory chapter, “In the Garden of Delights,” its 
language is “at once voluptuous and reticent,” and that is precisely the 
challenge for the translator. The older English renderings, beginning 
with the King James Version, do have their splendid moments, but they 
also often fudge the frank sensuality of the original, trading tresses for 
demure veils, as readers of this translation and commentary will 
discover. In the proliferation in our own age of new English versions of 
the Song and of the Bible as a whole, translators have had difficulties 
negotiating between the extremes of clunky sexual explicitness and the 
pastels of greeting-card poetry, which are equal if opposite violations of 
the original. The problem of conveying the Hebrew poet’s candid yet 
beautifully tactful imagination of love is compounded by the sensuous 
concreteness and the harmonious compactness of the poet’s language. 
The task of unpacking the meaning of the Hebrew into the bulkier 
syntactic and idiomatic receptacles of a modern Western language can 
easily lead to ambling paraphrase or shuffling prose approximations of 
the biblical poem. Chana and Ariel Bloch’s translation, a rare conjunc¬ 
tion of refined poetic resourcefulness and philological precision, brings 
us closer to the magical freshness of this ancient Hebrew love poetry 
than has any other English version. 

Let me illustrate with three lines of verse from the first chapter 
(1:12-14). To indicate the difficulties of getting the Hebrew right and 
getting it into English poetry, let us first look at the two translations that 
have exerted the greatest influence in the English-speaking world, the 
King James Version (completed in 1611) and the Revised Standard 
Version (a modernization and correction of the KJV undertaken in the 
1880’s and further revised in 1901 and 1946-52). 

While the king sitteth at his table, my spikenard 
sendeth forth the smell thereof. 


AFTERWORD 
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A bundle of myrrh is my well-beloved unto me; 
he shall lie all night betwixt my breasts. 

My beloved is unto me as a cluster of camphire 
in the vineyards of En-gedi. 

While the king was on his couch, 
my nard gave forth its fragrance. 

My beloved is to me a bag of myrrh 
that lies between my breasts. 

My beloved is to me a cluster of henna blossoms 
in the vineyards of En-gedi. 

Compare these two time-honored versions to the Bloch translation: 

My king lay down beside me 
and my fragrance 
wakened the night. 

All night between my breasts 
my love is a cluster of myrrh, 
a sheaf of henna blossoms 
in the vineyards of Ein Gedi. 

The King James Version evokes a dinner scene in which the female 
dining companion appears to have doused herself with an excess of 
perfume. The crucial Hebrew word here, bi-tnsibbo, refers to reclining 
either at a table or on a bed, and the KJV, in consonance with a certain 
disposition to dilute the sexuality of the poem, opts with patent improb¬ 
ability for the former meaning. The Revised Standard Version sensibly 
puts the king back in bed where he belongs, but fails to solve a number 
of other problems, beginning with the identity of the king and his rela¬ 
tion to the female speaker whose body is fragrant with all outdoors. The 
“is unto me” of the KJV, a literal rendering of the single Hebrew syllable 
li, is pared down to “is to me” by the RSV, but that is still not quite 
English. The Hebrew idiom for the wafting of odors, natan reyho , is 
translated quite literally by the RSV as “gave forth its fragrance” and 
almost literally by the KJV as “sent forth its fragrance.” 

One should immediately note that the Bloch translation manages with 
almost a third fewer words than its two precedessors, thus conveying 
much of the lovely concision that is one of the hallmarks of biblical 
poetry. By identifying the male lover as “my king”—the Hebrew does 
literally say “the king”—this version makes clear that the royal designa- 
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tion is a lover’s epithet and that the bed on which he lies is not a divan 
in a palace but in all likelihood one of those bucolic resting places to 
which the young couple repair for lovemaking. “Beside me” after “lay 
down” is not in the Hebrew but is unavoidably implied by the two 
middle lines. In both the KJV and the RSV, the lover, metaphorically 
miniaturized as a cluster of myrrh, merely “lies” between the Shula- 
mite’s breasts. But as Ariel Bloch rightly observes in his Commentary, 
the Hebrew yalin means “to spend the night.” This denotation rein¬ 
forces the suggestion of a whole night of intimate embraces and provides 
warrant in the Bloch translation for both the adverbial “all night” 
(instead of a verb, as in the Hebrew) and the little elaboration, “my 
fragrance / wakened the night,” which solves the problem of English 
usage in the “sending” or “giving forth” of fragrance. Finally, the 
compactness and fluency of the Bloch version also owe something to its 
elimination of an unneeded repetition (“my love” once instead of “my 
beloved” twice) and its telescoping “nard” and “fragrance” into “my 
fragrance.” The specificity of myrrh and henna is retained, but most of 
us would in any case not know just what sort of scent nard was. The 
remarkable compactness of the Hebrew original is largely the result of 
formal linguistic properties—pronouns and possessives, for example, 
are not independent words but are indicated merely by the conjugated 
forms of verbs and the declined form of nouns. Thus an English transla¬ 
tion must adopt other strategies of concision, something that the Blochs 
do with great flair. 


The Song of Songs is the great love poem of commingling—of differ¬ 
ent realms, different senses, and of the male and female bodies. The lines 
we have just considered offer a microcosm of this poetics of intertwined 
realms. The night of lovemaking, as I have suggested, probably takes 
place in one of the bucolic settings typical of the whole poem. But as the 
bodies join, inside and outside do as well. In his partner’s metaphor, the 
lover is a sheaf of henna blossoms, but the specification that these henna 
blossoms are from the lush oasis of Ein Gedi creates an odd spatial 
displacement, leaving us a little unsure whether the blossoms are merely 
from Ein Gedi (the obviously intended meaning) or whether, metaphor 
exfoliating into literal landscape, that is where the lovers embrace. 
Elsewhere, there are abundant cross-overs from the luxuriance of the 
landscape to the luxuriance of the human body. Perhaps the most 
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famous instance is the sequence from 4:1 through 5:1, which first repre¬ 
sents the woman’s body as a mountainous landscape teeming with 
animal life, then evokes the actual mountains of northern Israel and 
Lebanon from which the lover asks his beloved to come down with him, 
and finally once again represents the woman’s body as landscape: this 
time, an enclosed bower ripe with fruit, moistened by a fresh-running 
spring that has its source in Lebanon, the water thus flowing under¬ 
ground from the literal landscape just mentioned to the figurative garden. 

What is equally noteworthy in regard to the aim of commingling is the 
poet’s ability to interweave the senses—implicitly in our specimen from 
the first chapter and quite elaborately throughout the poem. There is a 
clear hierarchy in the deployment of the five senses in the imagery of the 
poem. The primary sense for the experience of physical love is, of 
course, touch, but in keeping with the delicacy of expression of the Song, 
touch is never mentioned directly (if one excepts a rather general verb 
like “embrace” in 2:6), never made the explicit object of figurative elab¬ 
oration. It is, however, constantly and powerfully implied, as in “All 
night between my breasts / my love is a cluster of myrrh,” where the 
perfume metaphor focuses attention on the attribute of fragrance while 
the image of a sachet resting between breasts also beautifully suggests 
the intimate and pleasurable touch of flesh upon flesh. The other four 
senses are characteristically grouped in two pairs in the poem: sight and 
sound, taste and smell, although sight also appears by itself. Sight and 
sound have their place, but it is definitely a secondary place, because 
they are the senses experienced at a distance, and this is a poem of phys¬ 
ical closeness that repeatedly creates an illusion of immediacy of sensory 
experience. Thus, it is when the young man is playing a game of lovers’ 
hide-and-seek that he invokes sight and sound, weaving the two together 
in an elegant chiastic (seeing-hearing-hearing-seeing) structure: 

Let me see you, all of you! 

Let me hear your voice, 
your delicious song. 

I love to look at you. (2:14) 

The first time sight is mentioned in the poem (1:6), it is in a negative 
imperative, expressing an impulse to fend off a hostile judgment by the 
mere—and necessarily distant—ocular observer: “Do not see me only as 
dark.” Elsewhere, sight is prominent in the spectacular set pieces, like 
the vision of the royal pavilion (3:7-11) or the description of the 
performing Shulamite: “dance again,/that we may watch you danc- 
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ing!” (7:1). These two examples, it should be noted, are both eminently 
public moments, not occasions of intimate union. The one fleeting 
instance in which sight is a vehicle of intimacy is the exchange of lovers’ 
glances in 4:9: “You have . . . / ravished me with one glance of your 
eyes, / one link of your necklace.” 

Again and again, however, it is taste and smell that predominate, 
almost always implying or associated with the pleasures of touching. 
The poem begins with an image of taste—“Your sweet loving / is better 
than wine”—immediately followed by one of smell—“You are fragrant, 
/you are myrrh and aloes.” And whether by conscious design or right¬ 
ness of poetic intuition, the concluding image of the poem is a little 
cloud of fragrance: “Run away, / my gazelle, my wild stag / on the hills 
of cinnamon.” In a coordinate movement of symmetry between begin¬ 
ning and end, the young woman’s first self-representation is of the body 
as landscape, the “vineyard” of 1:6, and in the final cross-over 
between nature and body like those we have noted, she who has just 
likened herself to a vineyard is last seen by her lover (8:13) sitting in a 
garden. 

The experience of fusion conveyed through the immediate senses of 
taste and smell is reinforced by an interfusion of sound in the closely 
clustered alliteration associated with this imagery. Thus, the first half of 
the first line of the poem (“Kiss me, make me drunk with your kisses!”) 
sounds something like this in the Hebrew: yissaQEni minneSlqot Plhu 
(uppercase letters indicate the accented syllable). The sh phoneme 
(transliterated here as s) is then picked up three times in the next verse in 

V 

the words that mean literally “oil” and “your name,” SEmen and 
simKA . Verse 4:11, a verse that again moves from taste to smell, begins 
with a tiny explosion of w’s and f 's (transliterated as p) and t’s: NOpet 
tiTTOPnah siptoTAYik —“Your lips are honey, honey and milk / are 
under your tongue, / your clothes hold the scent of Lebanon.” 

The predominant order in this pairing of the senses is first taste, then 
smell. This sequence would appear to run counter to a prevailing pattern 
of biblical poetry, in which there is a movement of rising intensity from 

the first half of the line to the second in utterances that are more or less 

* 

semantically parallel. Perhaps this small reversal of a general pattern 
reflects an impulse in the language of the poem to plunge into the imme¬ 
diacy of love’s pleasures, for which tasting or drinking or eating is a 
primary metaphor, whereas fragrance is less a metaphor for the thing 
itself than a pleasurable secondary attribute associated with it. The small 
sequence of 4:10 is exemplary: 
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And oh, your sweet loving, 
my sister, my bride. 

The wine of your kisses, the spice 
of your fragrant oils. 

The speed of the English version here, achieved by eliminating verbs, is 
worth noting as a nice equivalent of the always economical Hebrew. The 
“oh, your sweet loving,” instead of the conventional “how fair is your 
love,” at once catches the rapturous excitement of the lover and justifies 
the omission of verbs. But what is crucial for conveying the sensuous 
concreteness of the poem is the decision to render the Hebrew dodirn as 
“loving”—a decorous term, like the word it translates, but with a clear 
sexual implication, as it has in blues lyrics—instead of a term of 
emotional relationship, “love.” If dodim did not have this physically 
concrete meaning, it could not be repeatedly associated as it is with 
delectable wine, with drinking, with the honeyed sweetness of the mouth 
(as in the verse following the one just cited), and thus by analogy, with the 
sweetness of the act of love. And if the term did not suggest the gratifica¬ 
tion of physical love, it would contribute far less effectively to the brilliant 
pun that joins the very end of 7:13 with the first word of the next verse: 
“There I will give you my love [doday], n a promise immediately followed 
by the scent of duda'im, mandrakes, plants presumed to be aphrodisiac. 

The association of taste with the pleasures of love is subtly coordi¬ 
nated with the interweaving of natural landscape and body that we have 
noted. The triple function in the poem of the pomegranate vividly illus¬ 
trates this coordination. The pomegranate first appears prominently, 
and perhaps to modem readers a little puzzlingly, in the head-to-breast 
description of the young woman in the opening verses of chapter 4: 
“The curve of your cheek / a pomegranate / in the thicket of your hair” 
(4:3). (As Ariel Bloch notes in his Commentary, the precise meaning of 
raqqab is uncertain, but the term clearly refers to some part of the face: 
cheek, temple, or forehead.) The literal meaning of the Hebrew is “a 
pomegranate slice,” so the image evidently suggests the section of a deli¬ 
cately curving contour. The purplish red of the pomegranate’s exposed 
fruit strikes one as the wrong color for any part of the girl’s face, unless 
she were painfully blushing or smeared with rouge, both of which would 
seem to be out of character. Perhaps the poet is following a procedure 
evident elsewhere in the poem of concentrating on one aspect of likeness 
between the metaphor and its referent and excluding the associations of 
certain other aspects of the object involved in the metaphor. But if the 
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pomegranate is adopted as an image for the cheek chiefly because of the 
pleasing curve, it has also been chosen because of the gustatory associa¬ 
tion with luscious, tangy fruit. There is, moreover, a metonymic as well 
as a metaphoric motivation for the image, since pomegranate trees, 
among other flora, are within hand’s reach in the natural setting through 
which the young woman moves (again the cross-over between landscape 
and body is evident). Thus, her invitation in 7:13 to her lover to come 
out with her to make love in the vernal countryside: 

Let us go early to the vineyards 
to see if the vine has budded, 
if the blossoms have opened 
and the pomegranate is in flower. 

There I will give you my love. 

If the pomegranate in this actual landscape is just coming into flower, 
a few lines later, in an imagined indoor scene (“I would bring you to the 
house of my mother”), it reappears as fermented nectar in what is obvi¬ 
ously a metaphor for the pleasures of love that the young woman prof¬ 
fers to her man: “I would give you spiced wine to drink, / my pome¬ 
granate wine” (8:2). The verb for giving drink, ' asqeka, as Ariel Bloch 
observes, puns on the verb for kissing, yissaqeni, which is the very first 
Hebrew word of the whole poem, and so a circle is drawn between the 
kissing that is like drinking at the beginning and the drinking which is 
actually lovemaking here near the end. 

To readers who particularly recall the extravagant imagery of artifact 
and architecture of the Song, the emphasis I have been placing on taste 
and smell, always ultimately leading back to touch, may seem one-sided, 
even if the figures based on artifice are less pervasive. But in the poetics of 
intertwinement manifested in the imagery of the poem, these seemingly 
opposed semantic fields actually overlap, run into each other. Let us 
consider a complete poetic unit, one of those public set-pieces to which I 
referred earlier, the evocation of the dancing Shulamite (7:1-7). Because 
the speaker invites us to follow with our eyes the rapid steps of the lovely 
dancer, this vertical description works from the feet upward, the reverse 
direction from that of the earlier vertical descriptions in the poem. 

Again, O Shulamite, 
dance again, 

that we may watch you dancing! 
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Why do you gaze at the Shulamite 
as she whirls 

down the rows of dancers? 

How graceful your steps in those sandals, 

O nobleman’s daughter. 

The gold of your thigh 
shaped by a master craftsman. 

Your navel is the moon’s 
bright drinking cup. 

May it brim with wine! 

Your belly is a mound of wheat 
edged with lilies. 

Your breasts are two fawns, 
twins of a gazelle. 

Your neck is a tower of ivory. 

Your eyes are pools in Heshbon, at the gates 
of that city of lords. 

Your proud nose the tower of Lebanon 
that looks toward Damascus. 

Your head crowns you like Mount Carmel, 
the hair of your head 
like royal purple. A king 
is caught in the thicket. 

How wonderful you are, O Love, 
how much sweeter 
than all other pleasures! 

In the spectacle of the dance, it is of course the sense of sight that is 
invoked by the speaker to take in the beauty of the dancer, and the first- 
person plural at the beginning marks that beholding as the activity of a 
group, an actual audience. In the first moment of the description, there 
is a nice tension between the kinetic image of the graceful steps—the 
Bloch translation is quite precise here, for this is not the normal Hebrew 
word for “feet” but a term that suggests the rhythmic or pounding 
movement of footsteps—and the sculpturesque image of the thighs as 
beautifully crafted curves of gold. The immediately following metaphor 
for the navel, the moon’s drinking cup, carries forward the reference to 
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the semantic field of exquisite artifacts, but at the same time it associates 
the object of representation with two other realms of experience. First, it 
should be noted that the object in question is in all likelihood the navel, 
and not, as some self-consciously candid modern interpreters have 
rendered it, the vagina. A phonetically similar word occurring elsewhere 
in the Bible does mean navel; furthermore, it is utterly implausible to 
imagine the Shulamite dancing naked, her sex visible to the audience, and 
the poetic decorum of the Song precludes the direct naming of sexual 
organs, though the poet may well intimate correspondences between 
navel, or mouth, or door latch, and the woman’s hidden parts. 

The compact image of the drinking cup has two parts: * aggan , cup or 
bowl, and sahar, moon. One is not quite sure whether this is a moon¬ 
shaped drinking cup (perhaps a crescent design) or whether the moon 
itself is imagined as a celestial cup. In either case, the sahar component of 
the Hebrew construction points from art to nature. Even in the elaborate 
artifice suggested by the image, the natural world is inscribed on the 
woman’s body. If the moon is seen as a cup and not the other way 
around, then she takes on an attribute of a moon goddess as the speaker 
looks at her bare midriff in the elastic movement of the dance. The drink¬ 
ing cup, moreover, is not just a pleasing shape but a receptacle brimming 
with wine. The term used here, mazeg , means literally “poured drink.” 
Though it is not the standard word for wine— yayin , which occurs 
repeatedly elsewhere—it surely invites association with that predominant 
metaphoric usage in which drinking is a figuration of love’s pleasures. 
Here, bodily proximity and the analogy of convexity make the sexual 
implication of the metaphor more explicit than elsewhere. In any case, 
through the most economical poetic means, the lovely shape of a glitter¬ 
ing artifact is also identified with delectable wine, taste overlapping sight. 

The images for belly and breast, wheat-mound and twin fawns, occur 
several times in previous passages. As metaphors drawn from flora and 
fauna, they hardly accord with the crafted gold and the drinking cup of 
the preceding lines. That lack of accord should by no means be thought 
of as a contradiction because the Song and biblical poetry in general, like 
many other poetic traditions, in no way assume consistency of imagery 
as an aesthetic norm. Such an assumption, we must remind ourselves, is 
a relatively modern Western literary convention. There is surely no 
universal poetic “logic” that would preclude a poet from speaking in 
one breath of shining goblets and in the next of fields edged with lilies. 

The very recurrence of the image of wheat and fawns reflects another 
aspect of the figurative language of the Song. The metaphors are by and 
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large drawn from what must have been a traditional stockpile of 
imagery for love poetry, in a fashion analogous to the inventive recycling 
of conventional images in the Renaissance sonnet from Petrarch down 
to the Elizabethans. Graceful orchestration of the traditional materials 
rather than novelty appears to have been the key aesthetic value, though 
there is also some pleasing interplay between familiar and novel images— 
as here, the familiar wheat-heap and gazelles are surrounded by the more 
unusual moon-goblet for the navel and the tower of ivory for the neck. 
This counterpoint is coordinated with the contrast between sight and the 
more intimate senses. That is, innovative imagery in the poem tends to be 
both literally and figuratively “spectacular”: the desired body, beheld from 
a certain distance, is a splendid apparition, likened, in sometimes surpris¬ 
ing comparisons, on a small scale to precious artifacts and on a large scale 
(or greater imagined distance) to grand architectural structures. 

When, on the other hand, the poet evokes the fragrance and tactile 
beauty of the loved one, there is less of an impulse to strike off new 
metaphors like bright sparks, more of an inclination to rely on familiar 
sensuous figures: wine, honey and milk, perfumes, aromatic plants, and 
gentle animals. In the dance of the Shulamite, as the speaker’s ascending 
gaze pauses on stomach and breasts, sight crosses over into the greater 
proximity of smell and implied touch in the image of the field 
surrounded by lilies with its (presumably) sun-warmed mound of wheat. 
Elsewhere in the Song, fawns as figures for breasts graze among lilies, so 
the associative path here from lily-edged wheat-mound to the twin gazelles 
is marked by poetic precedent. The image of fawns for breasts is not quite 
visual, since no precise similarity of shape could be implied. Rather, the 
similitude suggested is gracefulness, gentleness, perhaps an invitation to 
caress. It is as close as the Song will come to a tactile image. 

The emphasis on twins, here and elsewhere in the poem, sets up a 
special resonance in the evocation of love’s union. The breasts are of 
course compared to twin gazelles because they are perfectly matched. 
But the poem also reaches out toward a gratifying fantasy that the 
perfectly matched lovers might be twins. That, rather than any conjec¬ 
tured Egyptian precedent, is why he addresses her as “my sister, my 
bride.” The fantasy becomes explicit at 8:1, where the Shulamite says: 

If only you were a brother 
who nursed at my mother’s breast! 

I would kiss you in the streets 
and no one would scorn me. 
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A mere fraternal bond would be sufficient to legitimate the public kisses, 
but the young woman’s imaging of brotherhood as nursing at her 
mother’s breast could suggest twinship: the two infants nursing from the 
two breasts, and the nursing transmuted into kissing (remember “honey 
and milk / are under your tongue”), which in turn becomes lovemaking, 
over which the nurturing or guiding mother actually presides: 

I would bring you to the house of my mother 
and she would teach me. 

I would give you spiced wine to drink, 
my pomegranate wine. 

The antithesis of this perfect consummation of union, for which frater¬ 
nal incest serves as a surprisingly beautiful metaphor—shared life- 
source, shared nurturance, transmuted into the lovers’ shared pleasuring 
—is the representation of the woman separated from her lover, desper¬ 
ately seeking him through the streets, in Chapters 3 and 5. 

In the toe-to-head description of the Shulamite, as the lover’s gaze 
moves up from breasts to neck and head, the figurative language pulls 
back from such suggestions of intimate closeness to an imposing view as 
though seen from an overlook. This sense of spacious topographic 
distance is effectively conveyed by the cluster of place-names: the eyes as 
“pools in Heshbon,” the nose “the tower of Lebanon/that looks 
toward Damascus” (note how the visual perspective is carried well 
beyond the Israelite horizon), the head like Mount Carmel. But the inter¬ 
cutting we have been following between the spectacular distance of sight 
and the closeness of the other senses is manifested again in the last image 
of the sequence. The “royal purple” (’argaman) of the hair, no longer 
part of the complex of landscape and architectural images, suddenly 
turns into an alluring trap to catch a king. (The crucial Hebrew verb 
here implies something like “imprisoned” or “fettered.”) The king in 
question is clearly not a hypothetical figure in a hyperbole but the lover 
himself, who uses the same designation that the woman used for him 
earlier. The encompassing of beauty from a distance with the eye is 
suddenly transformed into tactile entanglement. The Shulamite’s loveli¬ 
ness, as the expression goes, is captivating, and in the final metaphor the 
captivation is carried out, the lover happily entangled by her luxuriant 
hair, presaging other interlacings. 

In consonance with this contented captivity, the description of the 
Shulamite is then rounded off with a verse that stresses delicately but 


AFTERWORD 


12 9 



clearly the gratification of the senses: “How wonderful you are, O Love, / 
how much sweeter / than all other pleasures!” This is a precise counter¬ 
part from the male point of view to the summarizing line at the end of 
the woman’s vertical description of her lover: “His mouth is sweet wine 
[literally ‘his palate is sweets’], he is all delight” (5:16). The direct 
address to the abstract noun “love,” ’ahabah, is unusual, and the 
Blochs, taking a cue from love poetry of the English Renaissance, capi¬ 
talize the word, treating it as a personification. (To me it seems plausible 
that Love here is a tender epithet for the young woman herself; since the 
noun is feminine in Hebrew, there is no grammatical change from the 
second person feminine singular that has governed the entire address to 
the dancing Shulamite. The word, however, is problematic. There is no 
precedent for using the abstract “love” as a term of endearment, but, in 
the alternate reading, there is also no precedent for apostrophes to 
abstract terms.) In any case, the use of the abstract noun at the end of 
this vividly concrete description conveys a sense that the woman is virtu¬ 
ally an embodiment of love’s beauty, a beauty that is in turn a kind of 
visual promise of love’s pleasure. Na'arnt —the verb rendered here adjec¬ 
tivally as “sweeter”—is a term that refers to things that please the ear or 
palate, and ta'anugim , “pleasures,” the last word of this unit in the 
Hebrew as in the English, is a word associated with gratification of the 
senses. 

In all these ways, the figurative language of the Song creates an intri¬ 
cate root system that firmly anchors love in the experience of the body, 
and Chana and Ariel Bloch’s English version faithfully and gracefully 
registers that essential dimension of the poem. The graceful aspect of the 
original needs to be stressed, for metaphoric representation, certainly as 
it is deployed here, is artful mediation: if the poet frankly imagines the 
body, male and female, as an alluring map of erogenous zones, the figu¬ 
rative language of the poem again and again translates that bodily real¬ 
ity into fresh springs, flowering gardens, highlands over which lithe 
animals bound, spices and wine, cunningly wrought artifacts, resplen¬ 
dent towers and citadels and gleaming pools. In more explicit erotic 
literature, the body in the act of love often seems to displace the rest of 
the world. In the Song, by contrast, the world is constantly embraced in 
the very process of imagining the body. The natural landscape, the cycle 
of the seasons, the beauty of the animal and floral realm, the profusion 
of goods afforded through trade, the inventive skill of the artisan, the 
grandeur of cities, are all joyfully affirmed as love is affirmed. 

The experience of love is enacted through the body, and the Song cele- 
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brates the body as few other poems, ancient or modern, have done. But 
though love manifests itself in bodily impulse, it is also conceived here as 
an abiding force that transcends the body, a force that cannot be bribed, 
bought, extorted, deflected by public censure, or prompted to exert its 
power before it is ripe. In a poem that never mentions God’s name, love 
provides access to a kind of divinity, linking the lovers with each other 
in a union that ultimately recalls the primal unity of infant and maternal 
breast and at the same time linking them with the teeming bounty and 
beauty of the whole world. It is finely appropriate, and perhaps even an 
indication of architectonic design in this sequence of lyrics, that one of 
the concluding poetic segments (8:5-7) should be an evocation of the 
power of love in the larger scheme of human life. 

The poet begins here with one of those images of inseparable close¬ 
ness, like the bundle of myrrh between the breasts and the nursing 
brother: “Bind me as a seal upon your heart,/a sign upon your arm.” 
The language of this verse could be a daring adaptation of religious 
imagery, for it is reminiscent of the injunction in Deuteronomy 11:18 to 
bind God’s words on heart and hand and as a frontlet between the eyes. 
But from the closeness of heart and arm, the poet’s perspective suddenly 
leaps out to death and the underworld (She’ol) and the great seas or 
water, mayim rabbim , which in biblical poetry repeatedly hark back to 
the primordial waters that God divided and hedged in to create the 
world. Underlying the physicality of love in the Song is an implicit meta¬ 
physics of love, and thus the passage that starts with the simile of a seal 
to represent intimate, inseparable closeness goes on to imagine love on a 
cosmic scale, and then the futility of attempting to coerce this cosmic 
force with anything so paltry as wealth. The poet who revels in the plea¬ 
sures of love is also ultimately concerned with its meaning. 

For love is as fierce as death, 
its jealousy bitter as the grave. 

Even its sparks are a raging fire, 
a devouring flame. 

Great seas cannot extinguish love, 
no river can sweep it away. 

If a man tried to buy love 
with all the wealth of his house, 
he would be despised. (8:6-7) 
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Introductory Note 


T 

1 he Commentary is addressed to an audience of both specialists 
and general readers; thus it has been written insofar as possible without 
technical jargon. However, a minimum of essential grammatical terms— 
such as semikut , pi*el, and hip'il —had to be used; these terms will be 
familiar to those who know Hebrew grammar. 

Because so much of the Song remains open to interpretation, it seemed 
only right to accord the place of honor in the entries to the Hebrew 
before offering our own interpretation. Each entry therefore begins with 
the Hebrew as it appears in the Masoretic Text, followed by a simplified 
phonetic transliteration and a straightforward prose translation. Our 
intention is to let the Masoretic Text speak as directly as possible to the 
reader who has no knowledge of Hebrew, and to facilitate the com¬ 
parison of our English version of the Song with the biblical text. The 
literal translations may often seem awkward in English; they have 
been designed to highlight the stylistic and syntactic features of the 
Hebrew. 

Although the past decades have seen tremendous strides in biblical 
exegesis, philology, and Semitic linguistics, the earlier commentators still 
repay study. Even when one is tempted to smile at an interpretation by 
Rashi or Ibn Ezra, or at a “wrong” translation in the Septuagint, the 
Vulgate, or the King James Version, one must acknowledge that all these 
sources offer valuable insights, although—or perhaps precisely 
because—their point of view is so different from our own. 

Among recent studies, no scholar can do without the seminal works 
by Marvin Pope (the Anchor Bible edition of the Song) and Michael Fox 
(The Song of Songs and the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs). With its 
comprehensive survey of the exegetical literature, Pope’s book is indis¬ 
pensable for an overview of interpretations in the course of two millen¬ 
nia. Fox’s superb commentary is distinguished by its intellectual rigor 
and the originality of its solutions to difficult textual problems. We have 
also benefited from Marcia Falk’s and Roland Murphy’s books on the 
Song. Of studies published in Israel, the commentary of Amos Hakham 
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was particularly illuminating. We are indebted to all these scholars, even 
where we reach substantially different conclusions. 

Since commentaries on the Song are arranged by chapter and verse, 
references to such works are given without page numbers. Scholarly 
sources are cited by the author’s last name; more complete information 
is found in the Bibliography. 

Verse numbers of biblical citations in the Commentary refer to the 
Hebrew text; the reader should be aware that occasionally the number¬ 
ing in English translations differs from that in the Hebrew by a verse or 
two. 

Ail translations from biblical texts in this book are our own, unless 
otherwise specified. 
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i: i Titfr'llfr WN nn»Wl sir ha-sirim ’ aser li-selomoh “The 

| T "1 • • - ■ 

Song of Songs which is Solomon’s.” Not to be taken to imply authorship 
by Solomon; it may mean something like “dedicated to” or in some 
other way “associated with” the biblical king. See pp. io-ii, 22-23. 

This, the title of the book, is usually considered a secondary addition. 
It is not part of the first lyric; compare Ps. 23, which begins “The Lord 
is my shepherd,” not “A Psalm of David.” 

For the superlative sense of sir ha-sirim, compare similar construc¬ 
tions such as Exod. 26:33 qodes ha-qodasim “the holiest of the holy 
places,” and Eccles. 1:2 habel habalim “vanity of vanities.” 

HPN ’aser here is archaizing usage (for se-, see p. 24); this may have 
been intended to suggest the Hebrew of King Solomon’s day. 

1:2 'iplp* yissaqeni evokes the phonetically similar yasqeni “O that he 
would let me drink,” associated with “wine.” The association between 
kissing and wine-drinking is more explicit in ’essaqeka “I would kiss 
you” and ’asqeka “I would give you to drink,” 8:1-2. “Make me drunk” 
in the present translation attempts to capture the effect of this wordplay. 

r?P VV tTCTto"*? nip*V>?P yissaqeni mi(n)-nesiqot 

pihu, ki tobim dodeyka mi(n)-yayin, literally “O that he would kiss me 
with the kisses of his mouth, for your lovemaking is better than wine.” 
The shift from the third to the second person typically occurs in direct 
addresses to persons of a higher social standing, as in Gen. 44:7 “Why 
does my lord speak [third person] such words as these? Far be it from 
your [second person] servants. ...” The most plausible explanation is 
that the courtly, ceremonious tone of the Shulamite’s address to her lover 
belongs to their fantasy world, in which he figures as her “king,” her 
very own “Solomon,” as it were; see comment on ha-melek in 1:4,12. 

^pTT dodeyka, literally “your dodim The plural dodim is a compre¬ 
hensive term for lovemaking, that is, kisses and caresses as well as inter¬ 
course. Compare Prov. 7:18, Ezek. 16:8, 23:17; in the Song see 1:4, 
4:10, 5:1, 7:13. The word “love” in most translations is too general and 
evasive. 

1:3 rP'lb le-reah semaneyka tobim, literally “as regards 

scent, your oils are good.” Unusual in Hebrew as in English, this syntax 
may have been deliberately chosen for the sake of chiasmus: (A) tobim 
“better,” (B) dodeyka “your lovemaking,” (C) mi(n)-yayin “than wine,” 
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followed by (C) le-reah “as regards scent,” (B) semaneyka “your oils,” 
(A) tobim “good.” 

pWt semen turaq semeka, literally “your name is semen 
turaq .” Enigmatic. The various interpretations proposed—“your name 
is oil poured out”/“Turaq oil,” etc.—are problematic for grammatical or 
lexical reasons. All that can be said with certainty is that in the Bible a 
name often reflects a person’s characteristic traits (compare i Sam. 
2.5:25), and that the “oil” here, whatever its identity, is symbolic of the 
young man’s sensual attractiveness. 

The Peshitta has “oil of myrrh.” We borrowed “myrrh and aloes” 
from 4:14 as a concrete referent for scent; compare 1:13 and Ps. 45:9. 

‘alamot “young women, girls.” The word does not imply virgin¬ 
ity, contra the interpretation of * almah in Isa. 7:14 as “virgin,” based on 
the Septuagint’s parthenos , which can mean “maiden” or “virgin.” 

ipnnist niD?p ‘al ken ‘alamot 3 ahebuka, literally “therefore 

young women love you.” While 3 ahab “to love” in the Bible has a wide 
range of meanings, from spiritual to sexual—in the story of Amnon and 
Tamar it means “lust” (2 Sam. 13:4,15)—in the Song this verb most 
often refers to erotic love. Since the lover is described in purely sensual 
terms here (his kisses, the sweet scent of his oils), 3 ahab probably refers 
to physical attraction. 

1:4 712 VI) *p*lTJN moskeni 3 ahareyka narusah “Take me by the 

hand [literally “pull/draw me after you”], let us run!” 

hebi’ani ha-melek, literally “the king has brought me.” 
Here and in 1:12, “the king” is to be understood as the Shulamite’s 
courtly epithet for her lover. It is by no means a reference to King 
Solomon as a rival for her love, as some have supposed (see p. 33). The 
explanatory paraphrase “my lover, my king” here is patterned after the 
chains of affectionate epithets in the Song, notably “my sister, my bride” 
in 4:10, or the longer chain in 5:2. 

VYTn hadarav “into his chambers.” The king’s “chambers” are best 
explained in terms of the lovers’ vocabulary of make-believe. Since most 
of their erotic encounters take place out of doors, this word may desig¬ 
nate the sheltered or hidden places in the woods or vineyards where they 
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meet (see below, on the king’s “couch,” “our bed,” and especially “our 
houses,” 1:12,16,17). Note also the expression heder be-heder, literally 
“a chamber within a chamber, an inner chamber,” a metaphor for a 
secret hiding place, 1 Kings 20:30, 22:25; 2 Kings 9:2. 

nnnwi nagilah ve-nismehah bak, literally “let us exult and 

rejoice in you.” This clause with its paired verbs recalls the formulaic 
expression of festivity and joy in Ps. 118:24 nagilah ve-nismehah bo “let 
us exult and rejoice in it,” and similarly Isa. 25:9. 

TIT HT 3 T 3 rtazkirah dodeyka mi(n)-yayin , literally “let us 
recount/proclaim/extol [compare Ps. 45:18] your lovemaking more than 
wine.” The segment dodeyka mi(n)-yayin “your lovemaking more than 
wine” is repeated here verbatim from 1:2 as a kind of refrain. This may 
explain the interpretively difficult “yo«r lovemaking,” where one would 
rather expect something like “our lovemaking” or simply “lovemaking” 
(as in Prov. 7:18, “Come, let us take our fill of lovemaking till morning”). 

Similarly, one might have expected “Let us exult and rejoice” rather 
than “exult and rejoice in you ” in the preceding phrase. The final word 
bak may serve no other purpose than to allude to the formulaic expression 
of joy just quoted, nagilah ve-nismehah bo “Let us exult and rejoice in it.” 

These two difficult clauses have given rise to various explanations. For 
example, it has been suggested that in using “we” in her address to her 
lover, the Shulamite is projecting her own love for him onto other young 
women. This is plausible, given his attractiveness to women (1:3,4), but 
it is far more likely that nagilah, nismehah, and nazkirah have as their 
subject just the two lovers, as in “Take me by the hand, let us run 
together” earlier in the same verse. 

D > *lT£> > p meysarim \ahebuka, literally “indeed/truly/rightly they 
love you.” The emphatic force of the adverbial meysarim is enhanced by 
its position before the verb, as also in Ps. 58:2, 75:3. 

This refrain echoes the statement at the end of 1:3. Refrains in the 
Song often occur with some variation in the wording, as here. 

I: 5 rnlmp sehorah , literally “dark, black” and the related seharhoret 
in 1:6 refer to the Shulamite’s sunburned skin. 

niN 31 mlrnP sehorah *ant ve-na'vah. Translations vary between 
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“black am I and beautiful” (Septuagint) and “I am very dark, but 
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comely” (RSV). This reflects a genuine ambiguity inherent in the 
Hebrew, where the conjunctive ve- may be used either in its common 
meaning “and” or in an adversative sense, as in Prov. 11:22, “beautiful 
but [ve-] without sense.” See also Song 3:1,2 and 5:6. Sunburned skin is 
associated with a lower social status, a fair complexion being the mark 
of those who could afford not to work outdoors. In ancient Egyptian 
and Greek art, the women are shown as having lighter skin than the 
men, probably because the women worked indoors. The Shulamite’s 
need to account for her dark skin sounds apologetic; on the other hand, 
since her dark skin may have contributed to her singularity and attrac¬ 
tiveness, she may be boasting, not apologizing. 

nl }3 benot yerusalayim “daughters of Jerusalem.” A group of 
women addressed by the Shulamite throughout the Song, e.g., 2:7, 3:5, 
3:11, 8:4, and elsewhere. Except where she engages in a dialogue with 
them (5:8-9, 6:1-2), the daughters need not be imagined as actually 
present; they may be a purely rhetorical audience for her declamatory 
statements. 

YTJ7 * oholey qedar “the tents of Kedar.” Tents of nomadic 

Bedouins in the Middle East are typically woven from the wool of black 
goats. The comparison here may have been chosen because Kedar is 
proverbial in the Bible for opulence (Isa. 21:16, 60:7, J er * 49:2.8-29, 
Ezek. 2.7:21), and because the name Kedar involves a wordplay on the 
root qdr “to be dark, black.” 

yeri'ot selomoh. “Solomon’s curtains” are mentioned 

I M 

nowhere else in the Bible, and may well belong to the accoutrements of 
his royal splendor, a memory of which has been preserved in folklore; 
compare 3:7-11. Yeri'ot are specifically mentioned among the booty to 
be taken from the Kedar in Jer. 49:28-29. The word “tapestries” here is 
borrowed from Falk’s and Jay’s translations. 

1:6 nitriTW *)N*irr^N *al tir’uni se-’ani seharboret , literally 

T !-| '-IT ‘\l* "• / 

“do not see me that I am dark.” For the syntax and semantic nuance of 
this statement, compare Prov. 23:31 y al tere 9 yayin ki yit’addam , literally 
“do not see wine that it sparkles red,” an admonition not to consider 
only one superficial aspect of wine, its color, while ignoring its intoxi¬ 
cating power. Hence “only” in our translation. 
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iPDTpn * 3 n 3 T\p 3 p se-sezapatni ha-sames . Outside the Song, the verb 
sazap (“look upon, catch sight of”) occurs only in Job 20:9 and 28:7, 
both times with the eye as agent. When the sun is considered poetically 
the “eye” that looks down, the verb acquires the secondary meaning “to 
tan, sunburn.” In the Song we may see the intermediary stage between 
these two meanings: sazap is used in the sense of “to sunburn,” though 
the original meaning “to look upon” still reverberates. In Modern 
Hebrew, the verb no longer means “to look upon,” only “to sunburn.” 

*33 beney ’immi, literally “my mother’s sons,” a term for full broth¬ 
ers, brothers of the same mother. It sometimes implies a sense of special 
closeness, as in Judg. 8:19, Gen. 43:29, Ps. 50:20, 69:9. This is also the 
point of the image in Song 8:1. Brothers of a different mother would 
have been called “my father’s sons,” as in 1 Chron. 28:4, a relationship 
that often implies distance and rivalry, for example, Joseph’s half-broth¬ 
ers; see also Judg. 11:2. 

3 karmi selli, literally “my vineyard, mine,” with the indepen¬ 
dent possessive added for emphasis. Though the vineyard may be real, 
the emphatic tone with which the Shulamite speaks of “her own” 
vineyard suggests an additional metaphorical sense. “Vine” and 
“vineyard” evoke her sexuality in 6:11 and 7:13 (both Hebrew 
words, gepen and kerem , are grammatically feminine). “Not having 
guarded” her vineyard is usually taken to mean either loss of chastity 
or neglect of her beauty because of work outdoors. For the brothers 
in the role of guardians of their sister’s honor elsewhere, see Gen. 34 
and 2 Sam. 13. 

1:7 *1??? ri3nNl£> se-’ahabah napsi, literally “the one whom my soul 
loves,” an epithet used also in 3:1-4. 

rO>N *eykah “where?” is the Aramaic equivalent of older Hebrew 
*eypoh. On the significance of Aramaic and Mishnaic elements for 
dating the Song, see pp. 23-25. 

V*3"in H3*N mnn H3*N *eykah tir'eh 3 eykah tarbis “Where do you J 
will you pasture?” Given the imperfect form of the verbs, the question 
may apply either to the young man’s customary place of pasturing, or 
his whereabouts on that particular day. See also next note. 
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nnnsa ba-sohorayim . Meaning “at noon” in a general sense, as in 
most translations. It may also mean “today at noon” if the definite arti¬ 
cle is understood in the sense of “this,” as in i Sam. 24:18 ha-yom “this 
day, today,” Gen. 2:23 ha-pa f am “this time,” Num. 22:8 ha-laylah “this 
night, tonight.” 

sallamah “lest,” i.e., “tell me, . . . lest. . . .” A hapax particle 
patterned after the Aramaic di le-mah; see Ezra 7:23. Also see Dan. 1:10 
’aser lamah. The older Hebrew particle for “lest” is pen. 

rnyp ‘oteyah is obscure. The interpretation offered here follows the 
Septuagint, Peshitta, Symmachus, Vulgate, and Targum, all of which 
translate “one who goes astray, loses her way,” reflecting a variant read¬ 
ing to‘iyyah or to'ayah. Compare the Aramaic verb te'd , which is used 
with this meaning also in the Peshitta of Gen. 37:15, Exod. 23:4, Prov. 
21:16. 

Verses 1:7-8 may reflect a stock rhetorical theme. Shepherding in the 
Bible is not infrequently associated with getting lost or losing one’s way, 
as when Joseph loses his way in search of his brothers who are pasturing 
the flock (Gen. 37:12-17). Conversely, notions of straying from the right 
path or being led astray are often couched in images of shepherding (as 
also in the metaphors of the good shepherd and the lost sheep in the 
New Testament). These associations find expression in the interplay of 
two phonetically similar verbs, ra‘ah “to tend flocks, to graze,” and 
ta‘ah “to lose one’s way, get lost, go astray” (or in the causative hip‘il, 
“to lead astray”), as in Jer. 50:6 “My people have been lost sheep; their 
shepherds have led them astray,” with the verbs raah and ta‘ah alter¬ 
nating in close proximity (ro'eyhem hit'um). In Gen. 37:15-16, Joseph, 
“roaming around, lost” (from ta'ah) asks a man in the field, “Where are 
they pasturing?” (from ra'ah). In 1:7-8 the verb ra'ah “to shepherd” 
occurs three times, which confirms the likelihood of the reading to'iyyah 
“lose my way.” This reading reflects both the interplay of the two verbal 
roots, and the rich literary association of pasturing sheep and losing 
one’s way. 

A radically different interpretation, “lest I be like one-who-wraps- 
herself-up by your companions* flocks” (Fox, Pope), is based on the 
story of Tamar, who veils her face so that Judah will think her a harlot 
(Gen. 38:14-15). The verb 'atah, though not used in the Tamar story, 
does indeed mean “wrap/veil/cover oneself.” However, verbs with this 
range of meanings normally do not occur in isolation, without some 
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indication of what is being covered (say, a specific body part, or simply 
the “self,” typically expressed through the reflexive hitpa‘el), or the arti¬ 
cle of clothing that serves as a covering. Thus Tamar “covered herself 
with a veil, wrapping herself up, . . . covered her face,” and similarly, 
Rebecca “took the veil and covered herself” (Gen. 24:65). See also 1 
Sam. 28:14, Jer. 43:12., Lev. 13:45, Ezek. 24:17,22, Micah 3:7, Ps. 104:2 
(where the light is God’s “covering”). Lacking any of these specifications 
or any sign of reflexivity, ‘ oteyah is not likely to mean “wraps herself 
up.” 

1:8 * 1 ^ 'PTn N^'DN ’im lo’ tede'i lak “If you do not know.” This /- 
with suffix (the so-called “ethical dative”) occurs in the Song more typi¬ 
cally with verbs of motion, or in contexts encouraging motion, as in the 
immediately following se 7 lak “go” (here, in the tracks of), and in 2:13, 
17; 4:6; 8:14. See also Gen. 12:1. 

0^33 rifl-jn ha-yapah ba-nasim , literally “the beautiful one [feminine] 
among women,” a way of expressing superlativity. The motif of excel¬ 
lence among lesser examples occurs again in 1:9, 2:2-3, 6:8-9. 

1:9 Tn'nn ... *nvvle-susati . . . dimmitik. This verse has 

* ■ t \ 1 

usually been understood as expressing an act of comparison, as in RSV 
“I compare you, my love, to a mare,” likewise Septuagint, Vulgate, KJV, 
JPS, NEB, Gordis, Pope, Fox, Murphy, and others. But this particular 
verb {dimmah, pi‘el) also has another sense, “to think someone to be, 
imagine, conjure up a mental image,” thus, Ps. 50:21 dimmita heyot 
’eheyeh kamoka “You imagined me to be like yourself” (God speaking 
to the self-aggrandizing wicked man); Esther 4:13 ’al tedammi be-napsek 
le-himmalet “Do not imagine [literally in your soul] that you could escape.” 
Here the lover is recalling his dreamlike wish or fantasy about the Shulamite; 
compare the chariot image in 6:12, and see pages 14-15 on dimmah. 

The verb dimmitik should not be rendered in the present tense, as in 
the RSV and other translations. Indeed, all occurrences of dimmah in the 
perfect tense refer to the past, Judg. 20:5, Num. 33:56, Isa. 14:24, Ps. 
48:10. 

The placement of le- (le-susati) follows the pattern “to think X to be 
le- Y.” See 1 Sam. 1:13 “Eli took her to be a drunken woman,” le-sikko- 
rah; Job 41:19 “He counts iron as straw,” le-teben; Job 35:2 “Do you 
think this to be justice?” le-mispat; Gen. 38:15 “He thought her to be a 
prostitute,” le-zonah. 
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'JipP susati “my mare.” Traditional Christian and Jewish exegesis 
devised various evasive strategies to explain away the potentially offen¬ 
sive association of a beloved woman with a mare. Horses are often asso¬ 
ciated in the Old Testament texts with worldly riches and high living, 
sinful pagan ways of life, and occasionally with lustfulness. See Deut. 
17:16-17, Isa. 2:7-8, Jer. 5:8, Ezek. 23:20. One way to get rid of the 
troublesome mare was to replace it with a cavalry of horses, as in the 
Vulgate “to my cavalry ... I likened you,” or KJV “I have compared 
thee, O my love, to a company of horses,” or NEB “to Pharaoh’s char¬ 
iot-horses.” And thus, purged of all flesh and blood, the mare—now a 
cavalry—was made fit to enter heaven. But the noun susah is neither a 
collective (contra Rashi, who paraphrases the word with qebusat susim 
“a group of horses”), nor a plural. 

A different interpretive strategy, likewise going back to the Middle 
Ages, is to explain the possessive -i of susati by identifying it with the 
archaic -i in such cases as Isa. 1:21 mele’ati mispat “full of justice,” 
Deut. 33:16 sokni seneh “the dweller in the thornbush,” or Ps. 114:8 ha- 
hopki ha-sur “he who changes the rock.” (For this so-called “suffix of 
connection,” see GKC, 2 52ff. and WO, 127-28). Thus “my mare” 
became “a mare.” 

This interpretation, which has found its way into most modern trans¬ 
lations (Christian Ginsburg is a notable exception) is based on a false 
analogy. As the suffix of connection, the -i in phrases such as those just 
mentioned is without semantic value, as is easily recognizable in variant 
versions of the same text, e.g., Ps. 113:7-8 meqimi , le-hosibi, and 1 Sam. 
2:8 meqim, le-hosib. In contrast, the -i of le-susati makes perfect sense if 
read as a fully functional “my” in 1:9. This interpretive strategy was 
never applied to 2:14 yonati “my dove,” despite the similar syntax: 
compare “my dove in the crannies of the rock” with “my mare among 
the chariots of Pharaoh.” But since the dove is a symbol of purity and 
peace, the possessive “my dove” was no problem for the pious exegetes. 
Ironically, it was the allegorists who preserved the correct reading, “my 
mare,” by making the people of Israel, the Church, or the faithful soul 
the object of the comparison, with God as the rider. In our reading, it is 
the young man who is the potential rider. 

The comparison of a beautiful woman to a horse is well known in 
Greek poetry. Aleman compares Hagesichora to “a sturdy thundering 
horse, a champion” (Higham and Bowra, poem no. 114), and 
Theocritus writes of Helen: “As some . . . Thracian steed [adorns] the 
chariot it draws, so rosy Helen adorns Lacedaemon” (Gow, vol. 1, 143). 
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In Anacreon the image is given a distinctly erotic turn: “Thracian filly, 
... I could fit you deftly with a bridle / and, holding the reins, could 
steer you past the end posts of our course, /. . . you lack a rider with a 
practiced hand at horsemanship” (Bing and Cohen, 92). A similar image 
is used in our day by the poet Garcia Lorca: “That night I galloped on 
the best of roads, mounted on a mare all mother-of-pearl, without bridle 
or stirrups” (“The Faithless Wife,” from Romancero Gitano). 

riV*l£) UD12 be-rikbey par'ob “among Pharaoh’s chariots.” Not refer- 

• ft m 

ring to chariots in the possession of Pharaoh, but rather to the kind 
imported by King Solomon from Egypt; compare 1 Kings 10:28-29; see 
Bright, 217. For this type of semikut-construction with the second word 
denoting point of origin, see 3:9 ( asey ha-lebanon “cedar wood from 
Lebanon,” 1 Chron. 29:4 zehab *opir “gold from Ophir.” For a discus¬ 
sion of the Solomonic images—horse, chariots, Pharaoh (as Solomon’s 
trading partner), gold, and silver—see p. 10-11. 

II be in the sense of “among, in the midst of,” as in 2:3,14,16. The noun 
rekeb (here in the pi., rikbey par‘oh) can denote chariots, but may also 
be metonymic for chariot horses or simply riding horses (2 Sam. 8:4, 1 
Chron. 18:4). In addition to the implied riding imagery, with its erotic 
overtones, this image may be understood in terms of the motif of excel¬ 
lence among lesser specimens, as in 1:8, 2:2-3, 6:8-9. 

Commenting on 1:9, Pope refers to the ancient military stratagem, 
practiced by Thutmosis III in his campaign against Qadesh, of setting 
loose a mare in heat to distract the enemy’s war horses. But a violent 
battle image is extremely unlikely in this lyric. The point here is the 
elegant beauty of the mare, not its unbridled ferocity; see 1:10-11. For 
genuine military imagery associated with the Shulamite, see the 
metaphors of “siege,” “wall,” and “towers” in 8:9-10. Compare also 
the “thousand bucklers” of 4:4. 

'IVP"! ra'yati “my friend,” the lover’s epithet for the Shulamite. She uses 
the corresponding masculine form rea f for him in 5:16 ( zeh re‘i “this is 
my friend”). The use of this term by both lovers highlights the mutuality 
and reciprocity of their relationship. Compare note on verse 7:11. 

1:10 tia’vu lehayayik , literally “beautiful are your cheeks!” 

This verse elaborates on the mare image in 1:9. Royal horses in antiq¬ 
uity were often decorated with ornaments. The Shulamite in her jewelry 
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is as lovely as a royal mare with its trappings, tassles, fringes, and 
bridle. 

Both in meaning and word order, this exclamation is the equivalent of 
the English “How beautiful/good are . . . !” Exclamatory constructions 
are more typically introduced by the particle mah “How!” as in Song 
4:10, 7:2,7. 

Lehi “cheek” includes the entire area of the cheek, the side of the face, 
possibly also the cheekbone; compare Judg. 15:15, “jawbone.” 

n>lrn ba -torim, literally “with/between the torim .” The word tor is 
unknown, but the root twr “to go around” suggests some circular orna¬ 
ment. For the understanding of the definite article in a demonstrative 
sense (literally “with those torim”), compare note 1:7 ba-sohorayim. 

i:n *jP3 n nlT;?) nv ... am nin torey zahab . . . € im nequddot 

ha-kasep, literally “ torim of gold . . . with dots/points of silver,” prob¬ 
ably refers to granulation, an ancient technique of jewelry decoration 
related to filigree. For a reference to the combination of these two metals 
in ornaments see Prov. 25:11 “apples of gold in a setting of silver.” In 
the Song, gold and silver are emblematic of the splendors of King 
Solomon’s reign; see 3:10, 8:11, and 1 Kings 10:21-22. Notice the inten¬ 
sification of the image: the simple torim of 1:10 are followed by golden 
ones in 1:11 (compare 2:1-2). 

rta'aseh lak, literally “we will make for you.” The young man 
may be including others in his statement; alternatively, this line may be 
spoken by a group. 

1:12 13 PM ‘ad se-ha-melek bi-msibbo, literally “while 

the king is in his reclining. ...” On the epithet ha-melek , literally “the 
king,” see note 1:4. The form mesab underlying bi-msibbo is understood 
here as the infinitive “to sit, recline, lie down,” rather than as the noun 
“couch.” 

‘Ad se- expresses simultaneity; compare the use of ‘ad in 2 Kings 9:22, 
1 Sam. 14:19, Ps. 141:10. Elsewhere, ‘ad se- means “before/until” as in 
Song 2:7,17; 3:4; 4:6. Possibly patterned after the Aramaic ‘ad di, this 
conjunction is rare in biblical but common in Mishnaic Hebrew. 

>T 13 nirdi “my spikenard.” Spikenard, a costly perfume extracted from 
the stems and leaves of a plant that grows in the Himalayas, mentioned 
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again in 4:13-14 (compare Mark 14:3-6). On “night” in this transla¬ 
tion see remark under yalin in note 1:13. 

1:13 ba-mor “myrrh,” an aromatic resin from the stems and 

branches of a shrub that grows in Arabia, Abyssinia, and Somalia, 
which was used to perfume clothing, Ps. 45:9, and bedding, Prov. 7:17. 

yalin means to spend the night (root lyn / Iwn ). 

Iflbn ha-koper “henna.” A shrub with clusters of powerfully fragrant 
flowers whose scent resembles that of roses. 

1:14 na vv *eyn gedi. Ein Gedi is a fertile oasis on the western shore 
of the Dead Sea. The association between the vineyard and female eroti¬ 
cism found throughout the Song (see note 1:6) is evoked here by the 
parallelism of “my breasts” and “the vineyards.” 

1:15 uw yvy ( eynayik yonim “your eyes are doves.” The point of 
comparison may be the oval shape, possibly also the gentleness of doves. 
The yonah is the rock dove (Columba livia) which builds its nest “in the 
clefts of the rock” (2:14). One of the lover’s epithets for the Shulamite 
is “my dove” (5:2). Notice that she too compares his eyes to doves in 
5:12. 

1:16 H33)n }32n3? ‘arsenu ra'ananah, literally “our bed is verdant.” The 

adjective ra'anan is typically used in the Bible in reference to flourishing 
trees, young plants, fresh leaves, etc. (compare Ps. 92:15). Hence the 
statement is best seen as a metaphor for any spot of lush grass where the 
lovers lie down. 

1:17 wrm nlip qorot bateynu , literally “the beams of our houses.” 
Since the two young lovers hardly own “houses,” commentators taking 
the word literally are forced to devise ways of interpreting the plural as 
a singular, e.g. “our house,” “our bower” (Pope, Fox, Ehrlich). The 
problem dissolves if “houses” is seen as a metaphor for places where the 
lovers meet. See note on 1:4, “the king’s chambers.” 

The possessive “our” conveys not ownership but intimacy, something 
the two lovers share, as in 1:16 “our bed,” 2:9 “our wall,” 2:12 “our 
land.” The same loving “possession” is reflected in the many “my”- 
bearing epithets by which they address each other. 
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D'HN *arazint “cedars” can denote the trees as well as the wood (for the 
latter, see 2 Sam. 7:7). The same double meaning is found in ‘esim, 
which is “trees” in 2:3, but “wood” in 3:9. Thus the statement could 
mean that the beams “are cedars” or “are made of cedar wood.” Both 
readings make sense in the fantasy world of the lovers: they are either 
imagining the trees around their meeting place as “cedars,” or imagining 
themselves in Solomon’s luxurious buildings, known for their lavish 
cedar beams and paneling. See 1 Kings 712-3,7. 

MU'rn rahitenu. Meaning (as well as root and voweling) uncertain. 
Usually assumed to be related to the Syriac word for “rafter” (rehta) and 
taken as a collective noun for rafters, or strips running between ceiling 
beams. 

D>n1"l3 berotim “fir trees,” “pines,” “cypresses,” or “junipers” (com¬ 
pare Syriac beruta “cypress”). On the divergent opinions about the iden¬ 
tity of evergreens in the Bible, see Moldenke, 176. 

2:1 trpipyn nww impn n^an habasselet ha-saron sosannat 
ha-‘amaqim. “I am the habasselet . . . the sosannah. . . .” Neither the 
experts on Palestinian flora nor the commentators agree about the iden¬ 
tity of these flowers. The habasselet is variously translated as “rose” 
(KJV, RSV), “tulip” (Moldenke), “lily” (Feliks), “crocus” (Pope, Fox), 
or “wildflower” (Falk), and the sosannah as “lily” (KJV, RSV, JPS, Fox), 
“lotus” (Pope), “hyacinth” (Moldenke), or “narcissus” (Feliks, Falk). 
Since the identity of these flowers remains unknown, we have kept the 
familiar “rose” and “lily” because of their resonance in the tradition. 

Ultimately, however, the botanical identity of these flowers may be 
less to the point than their symbolic value in the Bible. The same two 
flowers are singled out in prophetic visions about the restoration of Zion 
to her former glory: “The arid desert shall be glad, the wilderness shall 
rejoice and blossom like the habasselet ” (Isa. 35:1-2); “I [God] will be 
as the dew to Israel, he shall blossom as the sosannah ” (Hosea 14:6-8). 
By connecting the habasselet with the Sharon, the fertile coastal plain, 
Song 2:1 may be alluding to this passage in Isaiah, where the habasselet 
is associated with “the majesty of Carmel and Sharon.” In the Hosea 
text the sosannah is associated with the trees, fragrance, and wine of 
Lebanon. 

Seen in this light, 2:1 is an expression of a young woman’s proud 
awareness of her blossoming beauty. The Shulamite is not presenting 
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herself—either modestly or coyly—as a common, ordinary flower of the 
field (“I am a mere flower of the plain,” as Ginsburg and others would 
have it). Quite the contrary, she is identifying herself with the habasselet 
and sosannah, two flowers that are the very epitome of blossoming in 
the symbolism of the Bible. 

2:2 Q>ninn 1*5 ke-sosannah beyn ha-hohim, literally “like 

a sosannah among thistles.” Confirms and reinforces the Shulamite’s 
statement by expanding the sosannah image. This verse and the next 
introduce the motif of comparison: the lovers are unique, distinguished 
from all others. See 5:9-10, 6:8-9. 

2:3 msn tappuah, has usually been rendered “apple,” but many 
botanists today are inclined to identify the tappuah with the apricot 
(Prunus armeniaca ), which is abundant in Palestine and most probably 
has been ever since biblical times. The common apple is not native to 
Palestine, having been introduced there comparatively recently. 
Moreover, its fruit in the wild state—before improvement by modern 
techniques of selection and cultivation—is small and acid, and not likely 
to be the subject of glowing praise (see Moldenke, 184-88). The apricot, 
on the other hand, is soft, golden, fleshy, and fragrant. 

Notice that the form in the singular in 2:3 and in 8:5 refers to the tree 
(similarly, te’enah “fig tree,” 2:13; tamar “palm tree” 7:9), but in the 
plural to the fruit, 2:5, 7:9. For the plural in a generic sense, compare 
gannim 4:15, sosannim “lilies” 2:16, 6:2. 

ba- ( asey ha-ya‘ar “among the trees of the wood.” The 
preposition b- alternates with the following beyn in the phrase “among 
the sons.” The use of synonymous grammatical forms, prepositions, 
words, etc., as variants is one of the stylistic hallmarks of the Song. 
Compare -hu alternating with -v in 5:6. 

'rOYfrJI 'rnran himmadti ve-yasabti, literally “I delighted and I sat/ 
lingered on.” Meaning and syntax not entirely certain. The form of the 
verbs suggests a past tense, but the present is also possible; compare 
Exod. 21:5, “I love [ y ahabtt\ my master,” Gen. 29:5 yada'nu “we 
know.” Normally hamad “to take delight in something, to covet” is in 
the qal, but here in the pi‘el, possibly to denote continuity or a 
prolonged experience: “I took delight many times, repeatedly” (the 
“frequentative” pi‘el, WO, 414). 
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The second verb, yasabti “I sat,” may relate to the first one as an 
infinitive, “I delighted to sit,” as in Deut. 1:5 “undertook to explain,” 
literally “undertook, explained,” and Hosea 5:11 (according to Fox, 
Ginsburg, Gordis). Or yasab may have the meaning “to stay for a long 
time, linger on, tarry”; see Gen. 22:5, Num. 22:19. Translated freely: “I 
took delight many times, and stayed on and on.” 

... inpi ... be-sillo . . . u-piryo. . . . Translating “that shade” 

and “the fruit” to preserve the delicate ambiguity of the suffix -o, which 
is lost in translations with “its” or “his” (the suffix can mean either in 
Hebrew). The image of the Shulamite sitting in the shade of the apricot 
tree savoring the fruit has obvious erotic implications, since her lover is 
identified with that tree. For the erotic import of the scene under the 
apricot tree, see also note 8:5. 

2:4 n >3 beyt ha-yayin , literally “house of wine.” This could be a 

tavern or banquet hall (compare Esther 7:8), but it is more likely to be a 
metaphor for a place in the fields or orchards where the lovers meet to 
make love. “He brought me to the house of wine” recalls the scene in 
1:4, “He brought me into his chambers,” where lovemaking and wine 
are also associated. 

rQHK 1^)71 ve-diglo ‘alay y ahabah, literally “his banner over me 
[being] love,” a circumstantial clause expressing simultaneity with the 
main action (“he brought me”). A poetic image of her delight in his 
exuberant demonstration of love; compare the image in Ps. 20:6, “Let us 
raise our banner [nidgof] in the name of our God,” where the verb “to 
raise a banner” is derived from degel “banner, flag.” 

Scholars who resort to Akkadian dgl (dagalu) “to see,” and by exten¬ 
sion “to intend,” have produced translations like “his intention/intent 
towards me was love” (Pope, Fox). But Hebrew dgl does not have this 
meaning. Nor is it likely that a language would borrow such a basic verb 
as “to see,” or one of its nominal derivates, for which it has its own 
words ( ra’ah, hibbit, mabbat , etc.). Rather, the semantic range of the 
various biblical words of this root follows a clear derivational progres¬ 
sion: “banner, flag” -► “to raise a banner” (see note on nidgol, just 
above) -► “raise high, make conspicuous.” The latter meaning is attested 
in the two passive formations of this root in the Song, dagul in 5:10 and 
probably nidgalot in 6:4,10. 
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2:5 D'msrD ' 3 H 3 T nllP'lPNa 'ttDDD sammekuni ba-’asisot rappe- 

» • i — ■ “i f « | — i i 

duni ba-tappuhim , approximately “prop me up, make my bed among 
[or “cover me with”] ’ asisot, cushion me with/prop me up among apri¬ 
cots” (similarly Fox). The Shulamite dramatically proclaims her erotic 
hunger for her lover; apricots are “his” fruit, 2:3. ' Asisot is often trans¬ 
lated as “raisins” and “raisin cakes” (compare 2 Sam. 6:19); according 
to Fox, one possible meaning is “inflorescence,” i.e., blossoms. The 
word remains enigmatic. 

The preposition b- may have an instrumental sense “with, by means 
of,” as it is commonly translated. But it may also mean “among,” as in 
1:8, 2:3,16. For the roots smk and rpd with the meanings proposed here, 
see Judg. 4:18 semikah “rug,” “cover,” or “blanket” (in the older 
spelling with s); Job 17:13 “I spread [ rippadti] my bed”; Job 41:22 (in 
English versions 41:30) “he spreads out [ yirpad\ .” Also see Song 3:10, 
repidah “cushions.” For the image of spreading a bed as a prelude to an 
erotic encounter, see Prov. 7:16 “I have decked my couch with cover¬ 
ings.” 

For the use of the masculine plural in general requests addressing 
“everybody,” compare Isa. 42:10 “sing [siru, masc. pi.] to the Lord a 
new song”; 1 Kings 1:2 “let a young maiden be sought [literally “let 
them seek,” yebaqqesu ].” 

Translations like “sustain me with” and “refresh/comfort me with” 
(RSV, NEB, Pope) are on shaky ground. The English verbs “sustain,” 
“comfort,” and “strengthen” may refer to physical or spiritual support 
as well as to providing food, but this is not at all true of verbs of the root 
smk “prop up, help to walk straight,” as in Ps. 3:6, 51:14, 145:14—and 
even less so of rpd . The semantic range of a linguistic expression in one 
language does not guarantee the same range in another. 

nanN xVpin holat *ahabah, literally “sick with love,” in this context 
meaning “faint from the intensity of erotic yearning.” For ’ahab “to 
desire,” see note 1:3. 

2:6 >]panrt 1PD*1 nnn frtfnUJ semo’lo takat le-ro y si vi- 

*t - I • I - - I 

yrnino tehabbeqeni, literally “his left hand under my head and his right 
embracing me.” A stylized representation of lovemaking. This refrain is 
repeated in 8:3. Compare a parallel from the Sumerian sacred marriage 
rite (Kramer, 105): “Your right hand you have placed on my vulva,/ 
Your left stroked my head.” For an ancient Mesopotamian clay plaque 
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showing lovers embracing on a bed in this posture, see Wolkstein and 
Kramer, 43. For habbeq “to embrace” in a sexual sense, see Prov. 5:20. 
The phrase “holding me close” here is adopted from Jay’s translation. 

2:7 DDJ1N hisba*ti 'etkem “I hereby adjure you.” With this 

oath formula, repeated in 3:5 and 8:4, the Shulamite imparts her own 
insight to her “audience,” the daughters of Jerusalem, warning them 
against arousing love prematurely, before the time is right. The emphatic 
tone of this teaching with its repeated “never, never” is reminiscent of 
Wisdom literature; compare Prov. 31:2, where “do not” appears six 
times in a row. Underlying this statement is the belief that everything has 
its proper time of ripening, in human affairs as in nature; compare 
2:11-13, 8:8-11. 

The typical oath in the Bible is sworn in the name of God, e.g., Deut. 
6:13; Josh. 9:18; 2 Chron. 15:14. Here the oath is reconfigured to suit 
the Song’s landscape with its animal imagery of gazelles and deer in the 
fields. This is not an ironic reference to biblical religion but an artful 
remaking of a conventional usage. 

The use of the perfect tense (here hisba'ti) in the sense of a present is 
common in oaths and other solemn assertions, e.g., Jer. 22:5 “I hereby 
swear [nisba'ti] Gen. 14:22 “I hereby lift [harimoti] my hand to the 
Lord in oath.” See WO, 488. 

Notice the masculine plural form 'etkem, instead of the expected 
feminine 'etken demanded by standard classical Hebrew; or 5:3 
'atannepem, for expected 'atannepen; similarly ta‘iru, te‘oreru in this 
verse; 5:8 timse’u, taggidu , etc. The gradual replacement of the feminine 
plural forms by the corresponding masculine forms is one of the indica¬ 
tors of the lateness of the Song. The special feminine plurals survive only 
vestigially, in the forms on - nah , 3:11. 

miVrrtaNI VTVrrDN 'im ta'iru ve-'im te'oreru , literally “not/never 

I I • I ■ T ' J 

to awaken and never to arouse,” here applying to erotic arousal; 
compare 8:5. For ha*it and ( orer “to arouse, stir up, incite, excite,” see 
Isa. 42:13 “stirs up [ya*ir] fury,” Jer. 51:11 “stirred up [he*ir] the spirit,” 
Job 3:8 “skilled to rouse up [*orer] Leviathan,” Prov. 10:12 “hatred stirs 
up [te'orer] strife.” 

While usually meaning “if,” the particle 'im is regularly used with a 
negative sense in oaths, as in 2 Kings 5:16 hay 'adonay . . . 'im 'eqqah 
“as the Lord lives, I will not take a thing,” Gen. 14:22-23, 21:23, 2 Sam. 
11:11, etc. The semantic shift from a conditional to a negative meaning 
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may have come about as follows: “I swear, if I were to commit this 
crime (may such and such an evil come upon me)” -► “I swear not to 
commit. . . with the negative consequence left unspoken. 

2:8 N 3 nrmn nn qol dodi hinneh zeh ba’ medalleg, 

literally “the voice/sound of my lover, here he/it comes, leaping.” The 
syntax allows a rich variety of analyses. Grammatically, not only the 
lover, but his voice, or the sound of his footsteps, could be what is “coming 
near,” “bounding,” and “leaping.” The latter reading is not as farfetched 
as it may seem. In the imagery of the Bible, a voice or sound— qol can mean 
either—may be treated almost as an independent animate agent, able to 
“cry out” (Gen. 4:10, Isa. 40:3,6), to “break the cedars of Lebanon” (Ps. 
29:5), or “to follow” someone, as in “no doubt the sound of his master’s 
footsteps will follow behind” (2 Kings 6:32). This sort of ambiguity was 
recognized in the traditional exegesis of Gen. 3:8, “They heard the sound 
of the Lord God walking in the garden” (qol ’adonay ’elohim mithallek ba- 
gan), where either God, or his voice, or the sound of his walking, may be 
what is moving about. Thus the eagerly waiting Shulamite may be referring 
to either the lover’s voice or the sound of his footsteps. 

In a different analysis, qol , or the phrase qol dodi , can be viewed as a 
self-contained interjection, as in JPS “Hark! My beloved! There he 
comes. . . 

The pi‘els medalleg , meqappes “leaping, bounding” are frequentative; 
compare 2:3. 

2:9 IN * 32 ^ HDlT domeh dodi li-sebi ’o . . . , literally “my 

lover resembles a gazelle, or. ...” The use of domeh “resembles” 
makes this a more explicit way of comparing than the usual juxtaposition 
of the two items as metaphor or simile, as in 4:1 “your eyes are doves” or 
5:12 “his eyes are like doves.” In this formal self-conscious statement of 
comparison, notice the use of “or” in the Hebrew with which the poet 
is calling attention to the very act of comparing. See also 2:17, 8:14; 
and compare the “or” in the formula of adjuration in 2:7 and else¬ 
where. 

kotlenu “our wall.” This and the following hallonot “windows” 
and harakkim “gaps, crevices” are probably not to be taken literally, but 
rather as metaphors for, say, a rough stone wall outdoors with gaps 
between the stones. For the “house” metaphors and the meaning of 
“our,” see note on “our houses,” 1:17. 
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masgiah min , literally “peering from.” The preposition as 
used here, in addition to its regular sense of marking the point of origin 
(“from”), implies a notion of direction, namely toward the speaker. The 
Shulamite is on one side of the “wall” and her lover on the other, so that 
his peering “comes” toward her from (min) the gaps in the wall. When 
windows, doors, holes, gaps, etc. are involved, min thus acquires a 
secondary sense of “through”; compare 4:1, 5:4. (Thus regularly in 
Arabic, “he entered through the window,” literally “from”). 

2:10 yl p *10N1 'TIT H 3 V ‘anah dodi ve-’amar It, literally “my lover 
responded and said to me.” A conventionalized formula, occurring often 
elsewhere in the Bible. Originally used in a meaningful way to introduce 
the words of a respondent in a dialogue (as in Gen. 18:26-27 “the Lord 
said,. . . and Abraham responded”), this formula became a rhetorical 
stereotype used also outside of dialogues to introduce any spoken 
words, as in Deut. 26:4-5 “the priest shall take the basket from your 
hands . . . and you shall say before the Lord,” literally “you shall 
answer and say. . . See also the beginning of many chapters in Job 
such as 4, 6, 8, 9, 11, 12, 15, 16, etc., and in the Aramaic of the Book of 
Daniel, 2:5,7,8,10. 

^ *0^p qumi lak. The lover, looking at the Shulamite from the other 
side of the “wall” (2:9), invites her to experience nature in its full bloom. 
Compare 7:11, where she is the initiator. Qumi , literally “arise, get up” 
could be intended in its primary, physical meaning, as in 5:5 qamti “I got 
up,” or as an auxiliary to the main verb, “Come on!” as in, e.g., Gen. 
27:19 qum na’ sebah “Come on, sit down!” and with other verbs of 
motion in the imperative, Ps. 95:1 leku nerannenah “Come now, let us 
sing!” (literally “go sing”). See note 1:8 on lak . 

2:11 iripn ha-setav “winter, rainy season.” Spring begins when the 
rainy season ends in March or April. Variant consonantal spelling styw. 

2:12 yiN3 ba-’ares , literally “on the ground,” with the preposition 
ba- (for the more common ‘al) denoting “on the surface of,” as in Gen. 
1:22, 6:17, 9:7, 31:54. 

Vp-TH ny ( et ha-zamir . This can mean both “the time of pruning,” and 
“the time of singing” (the root zmr has both senses). Some commenta¬ 
tors see here a two-directional pun (Pope, Fox), the first meaning point- 


1 5 4 


THE SONG OF SONGS 



ing backward to the spring (2:11) as the season of pruning, and the 
second pointing forward to the turtledove. (The second association has 
left its lexical imprint on Modern Hebrew, where zamir assumed the 
meaning “nightingale.”) 

Iin tor “turtledove,” a migratory songbird that returns early in April to 
Palestine (Jer. 8:7). While other songbirds are heard chiefly in the morn¬ 
ing, the turtledove sings from dawn to sunset (Parmalee, 172). 

be-’arsenu, literally “in our land.” The possessive “our” conveys 
intimacy; the phrase is best understood as referring to the immediate coun¬ 
tryside with which the two lovers are familiar (compare 1:17, 2:9). Exegetes 
who misunderstand the preceding ba-’ares as “in the land” instead of “on 
the ground” consider be-’arsenu an “unnecessary repetition,” “prosaic and 
useless” (Pope and others). On the contrary, 2:12 exemplifies the way in 
which similar word forms may conceal subtle semantic differences. 

2:13 hanetah . Elsewhere hanat “to sweeten, embalm, spice” 

(Ibn Ezra) occurs only in relation to embalming (Gen. 50:2,3,26), which 
involves the infusion of spices and aromatic plants. The fig tree and the 
vines are seen as actively involved in the processes of nature: making the 
figs sweet, giving off scent. 

nn HTO YTDP ha-gepanimsemadarnatenureah “the vines in 

• “ I T - T t ’ T | - OI 

[the state of] blossom give off scent” (and similarly 2:15). For the 
syntax, compare other statements denoting seasonal or agricultural 
phenomena, weather, etc.: Ezra 10:13 ba- ( et gesamim, “it is the time of 
heavy rains,” literally “the time is heavy rains”; Exod. 9:31 “the barley 
was in the ear and the flax was in bud,” literally “was young ears, was 
bud.” Notice the different syntax in 7:13, where ba-semadar functions 
like any regular definite noun in subject position: “if the blossoms 
[semadar, collective] opened.” 

Qumi lak as in 2:10 is the correct reading for the consonantal spelling 
qumi Iky. 

2:14 'rijl* yonati “my dove.” One of the lover’s many affectionate 
epithets for the Shulamite (2:10,13; 4:1,10,12; 5:2; 6:9), “dove” in this 
particular instance is truly integral to the scene. In 2:9 the two are sepa¬ 
rated by a wall and he is attempting to catch a glimpse of her. Here the 
Shulamite is playfully hiding from him, like a dove in the rocky crevices, 
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as he coaxes her out: “Let me see you, let me hear your voice.” Compare 
8:13: “All our friends listen for your voice.” 

iriU 3 be-seter “under the cover of . . .compare 1 Sam. 15:20. For 
the image of the dove hidden among rocks, see Jer. 48:28. For the 
present translation compare Ps. 91:1, where be-seter parallels be-sel “in 
the shadow of.” 


TphHDTIN bar*ini y et mar’ayik, literally “let me see your sights, 

views.” The noun mar*eh “sight,” denoting the image as received by the 
viewer (as in the German Anblick ), is in the plural form, in the sense of 
something seen, broken into its constituent parts. Similar to Job 41:1 
(41:9 in English versions) mar’av, literally “the sights of him,” i.e., 
everything that is visible of him. The plural is meaningful and fully moti¬ 
vated: the lover wants to see the Shulamite from every side. 

Standard English translations with “thy countenance,” “your face,” 
“your form” take the consonantal sequence of the Hebrew mr’yk for a 
plene spelling of the singular mar’ek (KJV, NEB, RSV, Pope, Fox, and 
some modem commentaries). But there is no need to depart from the 
traditional vocalization mar’ayik, which indicates the plural. Compare, 
for example, the corresponding feminine plural form mar’ot for 
“visions, sights” (in a dream or revelation) in Gen. 46:2, Ezek. 1:1, 8:3, 
40:*, 43:3. 

3 * 5 ? ^**3 ki qolek f areb “for your voice is delicious.” Normally 
used in reference to sweet tastes and smells, f areb “delicious” is applied 
here synesthedcally to the voice of the Shulamite. 

iTOO ^pNTU? mar’eyk na’veh, literally “your sight is beautiful,” meaning 
“you are lovely to look at.” Here the consonantal sequence mr’yk can be 
read only as a singular ( plene spelling), because of the agreement with 
the predicate na’veh . Translations that render the two words identi¬ 
cally—e.g., RSV, “let me see your face . . . , your face is comely”— 
obliterate the semantic difference between the plural and singular 
forms. 

2:15 U^ItTlN ’ehezu lanu su'alim, literally “catch/grab us 

foxes.” The concluding words explain the command: the foxes raid the 
vineyards right at the time when “our vineyards are in bloom” ( u-kera - 
menu semadar, a circumstantial clause expressing temporal simultane- 
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ity, as in 1:4). The adjective “quick” in the present translation is adopted 
from Falk. 

Though the literal meaning of this verse is unproblematic, everything 
else about it is enigmatic (speaker? relation to context? figurative mean¬ 
ing?). Since elsewhere the vineyards are symbolic of the Shulamite’s blos¬ 
soming womanhood, and the brothers are her guardians (1:6, 8:8), it 
seems likely that they are the speakers of 2:15. 

This verse, perhaps originally a short folk song, calls to mind Judg. 
21:20-22, where the Benjaminites seize wives for themselves from among 
the daughters of Shiloh, who are dancing in the vineyards. In Judges, as 
elsewhere in the Bible, the brothers (and fathers) are in a position of 
responsibility for the girls. Foxes in the vineyard appear in Theocritus’ 
Idylls , I.48-50 and V.112. 

2:16 tPDVW? ny*in ba-ro‘eh ba-sosannim, literally “the one who 
pastures among the lilies,” the lover’s epithet, as in 6 : 3. Like its English 
equivalent “to pasture,” the Hebrew verb ra'ah can mean “to tend 
flocks,” said of a shepherd, as well as “to graze, feed,” said of the sheep, 
see Exod. 34:3. The image of the lover as shepherd (compare 1:7), when 
amplified by “grazing among the lilies,” is an erotic double entendre, 
especially since lilies are mentioned in connection with the Shulamite’s 
body, 4:5, 7:3, or her lover’s lips, 5:13, and he is described as “gather¬ 
ing” lilies, 6 : 2. 

2:17 01*9 ‘ad se-yapuah ha-yom ve-tiasu 

ha-selalim, literally “before the day breathes and the shadows flee,” i.e., 
just before the break of dawn. For yapuah (root pwh) “to breathe, blow,” 
see discussion in note 4:16. Some commentators have associated the image 
of the “fleeing shadows” instead with late afternoon, before sunset, when 
the shadows lengthen. If that were the case, however, different verbs would 
probably have been used, as Fox convincingly argues. Compare Jer. 6 :4 
“the day turns away \panab ], the shadows of the evening are about to 
decline \yinnatu, nip‘al natah]” Ps. 102:12 “my days are like a declin¬ 
ing [natuy] shadow,” and Ps. 109:23. The last two quotations suggest 
firmly established collocations that would not be easily departed from. 

niTT iD sob demeh, literally “turn away, be like. ...” For sob “to 
turn” in the sense of “to turn away from speaker,” see 1 Sam. 22:17,18; 
1 Kings 2:15. As daybreak approaches, the Shulamite urges her lover to 
hurry away, as in the aubade or alba of later tradition, where lovers part 
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at dawn. Given this circumstance, it is unlikely that they are a married 
couple, as has sometimes been claimed. 

nrn nsrby *al harey bater. The phrase “mountains of beter ” is 
unclear. For a synopsis of interpretations see Fox, 116. If connected with 
btr “to cut, cleave, divide,” the mountains could be “cleft” or “jagged.” 

3:1 ba-leylot, literally “in the nights,” can mean “at night,” as 

in 3:8, but also, and more likely in this particular context, “night after 
night,” in a frequentative sense. Compare Ps. 16:7, 92:3, 134:1, where 
the contexts likewise suggest repeated activity. 

3:2 TP3 ba-‘ir “in the city,” i.e., Jerusalem, as always when “the city” 
is mentioned in the Bible; see Micah 6:9, Zeph. 3:1, and elsewhere 
(compare Latin “urbs” for Rome, “town” for London). 

3:3 mesa'uni “found me,” in this case, “crossed my path” by 

chance. For this sense of the verb see Gen. 44:8, Num. 15:32, Prov. 25:16. 

TP 3 D'MPri ha-sobebim ba-*ir, literally “that make the rounds of the 
city,” i.e., customarily, as the participle indicates. Compare Eccles. 1:6. 

DrPNT nSHN# TIN *et se'ahabah nap si re'item, literally “the 

v * 1 # 1 “ ? n r t r ' 

one I love have you seen?” The Shulamite quotes what she said to the 
watchmen without an introductory phrase such as “I asked them.” The 
effect is a quicker pace, a heightened sense of drama and urgency, as in 
5:2. The unusual word order, with the object phrase placed before the 
verb, serves the same purpose; see note on 1:4 “truly they love you.” The 
repetition here of “Have you seen” is adopted from Wolkstein’s transla¬ 
tion to convey that urgency. 

3:4 Nftn vmm 'ahaztiv ve-lo' 'arpennu ( ad 

se-habe'tiv. This could mean either “I clung to him without letting go, 
until I [actually] brought him,” or alternatively “[next time] I won’t let 
go until I have brought him.” For the second alternative, with the perfect 
tense in the sense of a future perfect, compare 2 Sam. 17:13, Ezek. 
34:21. However, the parallelism of the verbs in the perfect, 'ahaztiv, 
habe'tiv, tilts the scales in favor of the first interpretation (“I clung, I 
brought”). Note a similar parallelism in 8:2, 'enhageka, 'abi'aka “I 
would lead you, I would bring you.” 


158 


THE SONG OF SONGS 



>? 3 N J"P? beyt ’immi “my mother’s house,” also in 8:2.. Compare Gen. 
24:28 and Ruth 1:8. The mother’s house is the place where matters 
pertaining to marriage may have been discussed. (See Campbell, 64-65; 
Meyers 1991.) 

3:5 The adjuration is repeated verbatim from 2:7. 

3:6 TINT mi zo’t ( olah. “Who is that rising” is a stylized 

formula of dramatization used also in Isa. 60:8, 63:1, Jer. 46:7, Job 
38:2, always in the form “Who is that/Who are these.” Spoken in the 
Song three times by the daughters of Jerusalem, the formula presents the 
Shulamite in terms of a supernatural phenomenon, a fantastic appari¬ 
tion that “rises” from the east; hence the desert ( midbar , the East par 
excellence in the Bible, compare Judg. 11:22) and the morning star, 3:6, 
6:10, 8:5. None of these three scenes is realistic; all are hyperboles, evok¬ 
ing images of the triumphant appearance of a majestic, numinous, even 
godlike figure. 

It is worth noting in this connection that ‘alah “to rise,” 3:6, 8:5, is 
also the verb commonly used for the rising dawn (Gen. 19:15, 32:25,27; 
Josh. 6:15; Judg. 19:25; Neh. 4:15). Finally, nisqap “to look forth,” 
6:10 (nip‘al, but also hip‘il elsewhere) is applied not only to simple 
mortals “looking forth” but also to towering mountains, abstract forces 
ominously looming from the sky, and even to God himself looking down 
onto the earth (Num. 21:20, 23:28; 1 Sam. 13:18; Jer. 6:1; Deut. 26:15; 
Ps. 14:2, and elsewhere). The astral imagery has been cited as a justifi¬ 
cation for the cultic theory (the latter is discussed on p. 34). But in the 
Song this imagery is much more appropriately explained as a poetic way 
of glorifying the Shulamite. 

Contrary to what its words seem to suggest, the formula as used in the 
Song is purely rhetorical: no question is asked and there is no answer 
(compare Isa. 60:8). This formula proclaims the Shulamite’s dramatic 
“entrance” onto the scene, as in 3:6 and 8:5. 

ke-timarot ‘asati, literally “like pillars of smoke” (or “a 
pillar,” if the plural is to be understood like that of gatinim in 6:2). 
Perhaps in an attempt to make the image more realistic, some critics 
emend ke- “like” to be - “in,” imagining the Shulamite in a cloud of 
dust or a sandstorm. But there is no need for an emendation: a 
Shulamite who appears on the horizon like the dawn or the morning 
star would surely have no difficulty emanating from the desert like 
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(not just in) a pillar, even pillars, of smoke. There is no point in 
explaining the fantasy image of 3:6 in naturalistic terms; as with many 
other images in the Song, such an interpretation would be reductive. 

nriabi in rn^n mequtteret mor u-lebonah, literally “made fra¬ 
grant with myrrh and frankincense.” Mequtteret is a passive participle 
from qatter “to burn incense”; see also qitor “thick smoke” and qetoret 
“incense.” Frankincense is a balsamic resin obtained from the wood of 
various trees of the genus Boswellia , native to India, Somalia, and 
Southern Arabia. 

For the semantics of this construction, compare phrases such as Ps. 
104:2 ( oteh *or “clad in light,” Ps. 107:10 yosebey hosek ve-salmavet 
“dwellers in darkness and gloom,” 2 Sam. 6:14 hagur *epod bad “girded 
with a linen ephod,” Exod. 27:17 mehussaqim kesep “banded with 
silver,” expressing a range of meanings united by the basic notion 
“enveloped/clad in/surrounded by/intimately associated with.” 

npaN ? 3 p ... rni^n mequtteret . . . mi(n)-kol ’abkat rokel 
is understood here, in a departure from the generally accepted transla¬ 
tion, as “more fragrant than,” literally “fragrant. . . more than,” i.e., 
as a regular comparative phrase. Compare Judg. 14:18 matoq mi(n)~ 
debas “sweeter than honey,” Ezek. 28:3 hakam mi(n)-dani'el “wiser 
than Daniel,” Ps. 45:8, etc. In the combination mi(n)-kol t the sense is of 
an encompassing “more than any/all,” as in Gen. 3:1 ‘ arum mi(n)-kol 
hayyat ha-sadeh “more cunning than any wild creature,” Gen. 34:19 
nikbad mi(n)-kol “more honored than all,” 2 Kings 5:12 tob mi(n)-kol 
“better than all.” 

The reference to “merchant” is an echo of the far-reaching Solomonic 
trade, the rich “traffic of the merchants” during his reign; see 1 Kings 
10:15 (and pp. 10-11). Verse 3:6 is possibly also an allusion to the 
Queen of Sheba, who brought the king “a great quantity of spices,” 1 
Kings 10:10; see also Jer. 6:20, where frankincense is mentioned as 
coming from the land of Sheba. 

3:7 IniPQ nan hinneh mittato sel-li-selomoh, loosely “Here 

is Solomon’s bed!” or “Now, look here at Solomon’s bed!” When 
used in its undiminished force, as here, the presentational particle 
hinneh points dramatically to an object or person close at hand. 
Compare to Gen. 12:19, 3 I: 5 I > J uc te* 8:15, 1 Sam. 9:17, 18:17; 2 Sam. 
9:6; 1 Kings 19:5. 
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The syntax of the phrase “Solomon’s bed,” literally “his bed which is 
to Solomon,” mittato sel-li-selomoh, with the suffix -o “his” pointing 
forward to slotnoh, occurs nowhere else in the Bible, becoming standard 
only in Mishnaic and Modern Hebrew. Another sign of the Song’s late 
date. 

A note on our translation of 3:7 is called for. We have introduced a 
first line—“Oh the splendors of King Solomon!”—that has no equiva¬ 
lent in the Hebrew text, in order to make explicit what is unclear in most 
translations: (1) that 3:7 is not an answer to 3:6 but the beginning of a 
new, thematically self-contained unit, and (1) that 3:7 and 3:9 describe 
not one but two different items of luxury from Solomon’s opulent court. 

The allusion to the king’s wedding in 3:11 and some of the other 
narrative tidbits of 3:7-11 have no basis in the biblical texts, and may 
well be reflexes of ancient orally transmitted Solomonic folklore such as 
that found in the Midrashic literature (compare Ginzberg, 1909-38, vol. 
4, ii5ff.). The royal wedding and the role of Solomon’s mother in his 
coronation on that day provide the strongest support for this hypothe¬ 
sis: it is so unmistakably presented as a given, as assumed old informa¬ 
tion, that the notion of familiar, orally transmitted lore is almost 
inescapable. Material that is clearly Midrashic in nature certainly could 
have left its imprint on the Song, even though the Midrash itself was 
committed to writing only at a much later date. 

Although most of the concrete details of 3:7-11 have their roots in 
extrabiblical folklore, the way they are described clearly calls to mind 
specific biblical texts. Notice above all the word order, as in literally “his 
bed, sixty warriors are around it,” or “a pavilion Solomon made for 
himself, its pillars he made of . . . its cushions of . . . .its couches of 
. . . its interior paved with ...” This is a word order typical of inven¬ 
tories, with the item that is the focus of attention named first (the 
“topic,” sometimes with a pronominal referent pointing back to it in the 
body of the sentence). The language of the comparison text in 1 Kings 
7:6-8 is characterized by a similar word order, literally “and the Hall of 
Pillars he made . . . and the Hall of the Throne he made . . . and a 
house he made for Pharaoh’s daughter whom he had married.” (See 
discussion of “its pillars,” in note 3:10.) The second comparison text 
with an inventory of Solomon’s possessions to be admired is Eccles. 
2:4-8. Although no direct dependency is claimed here between any of 
these texts, their generic similarity does suggest some kinship. 

The Shulamite is the most likely speaker of 3:7-11. This conclusion 
suggests itself because the unit ends in a direct address to the daughters 
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of Jerusalem (3:11), as do five other units, all spoken by the Shulamite 
(2:7; 3:5; 5:8,16; 8:4). If the content bears any relation at all to the 
world of the two lovers, it is in association with their play-acting 
outdoors: Solomon as the Shulamite’s “king,” their royal “chambers,” 
their leafy “bed,” etc. 

Much of the misinterpretation that has befallen 3:7-11 in the history 
of Song exegesis is rooted in the mistaken assumption that 3:6 and 3:7 
are question and answer. This has yielded translations such as “What is 
that coming up from the wilderness . . . ? Behold, it is the litter of 
Solomon!” (RSV; compare NEB). Nothing in the text, however, suggests 
that the bed of 3:7 is moving. But once it was associated with “coming 
up” (3:6), the bed had to become ambulatory; thus, transformed into a 
“litter” with Solomon on board in a royal procession, it made its entry 
into a great many translations. The interpretation of ' appiryon as 
“palanquin” or “chariot,” etc. (see note 3:9) undoubtedly had a share in 
fostering this ambulatory image. 

The theory of the ambulatory litter must be rejected, if only on 
linguistic grounds. In all of its occurrences in the Bible, the interrogative 
particle mi is used exclusively with animates, never with inanimates. No 
amount of linguistic speculation can change the “Who?” of this formula 
into a “What?” Nor does this particle ever mean anything other than 
“Who?” outside of the formula. 

nb 3 * 3 P 0**133 0 *W£ sissim gibborim sabib lab , literally “sixty 
warriors around it.” For sixty as a typical number, compare 6:8. These 
warriors with their swords (3:8) surrounding the king’s bed may be 
imagined inside a spacious royal bedchamber. Another narrative tidbit 
without a basis in the biblical texts, probably from folklore. For 
“surrounding” as an image of protection, see Ps. 125:2 “Jerusalem has 
mountains around it [sabib lab], and so the Lord is around [sabib] his 
people.” 

bhHIp* **1330 mi(n)-gibborey yisra’el. Translations with parallel word¬ 
ing, as in RSV and other versions, “sixty mighty men of the mighty men 
of Israel,” are grammatically unobjectionable, but a superlative reading 
of the second phrase seems more in line with the admiring tone of this 
entire section, “the bravest among. ...” The use of a semikut-construc- 
tion in a superlative sense is especially common with words denoting an 
extreme degree or intense quality: Isa. 29:19 ’ebyoney 'adam “the poor- 
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est [literally “the poor ones”] among men”; 2 Chron. 21:17 qeton 
banav “the smallest [literally “the small one”] of his sons”; Micah 7:4 
tobam “the best [literally “the good one”] of them.” 

3:8 nan^D 3"jn 'trust ’ahuzey hereb melummedey milhamah, 

literally “skilled with a sword, experienced in war.” The passive partici¬ 
ple ’ahuz, a hapax with the meaning “trained in, skilled,” is proba¬ 
bly modeled after the Aramaic cognate 'ahid, used in the Peshitta of 
1 Chron. 5:18 “experienced in war,” which is synonymous with the 
present melummedey milhamah . See BDB, 28. 

nl^a in?n mi(n)-pahad ba-leylot, literally “because of the danger of 
the nights.” Commentators who relate this to Solomon’s wedding in 3:11 
cite the widespread popular fear of supernatural dangers on a wedding 
night (Pope, Fox). On the other hand, a king, by the very nature of his 
position, would have to guard himself against usurpation and regicide. 
For pahad used in the sense of “danger” (rather than the more usual 
meaning “fear”), see Isa. 24:17,18; Jer. 48:44, 49:5; Ps. 91:5; Prov. 3:25. 

3:9 ]in?K ’appiryon. Hapax of uncertain meaning; a loan-word, 
probably from Persian or Greek. The Septuagint’s phoreion “sedan 
chair,” possibly based on no more than the phonetic similarity to the 
’appiryon, may itself have contributed to interpretation of the word as 
“litter” or “palanquin.” It is thus understood in the Talmud and in 
many modern translations. However, the description of the * appiryon 
strongly suggests a stationary structure; see notes on its pillars and 
paved interior in 3:10. The 5 appiryon recalls the grandeur of the royal 
pavilion in Esther 1:6 with its marble pillars, beds (mi t tot, pi. of mittah) 
of gold and silver, and floor paved with precious stones. 

A number of commentators have concluded that the context indicates 
a fixed structure—a palace or a throne room—rather than a portable 
litter. Ibn Ezra understood ’ appiryon as a “magnificent building,” and 
the Zohar as a palace. Gerleman argued that the structure described in 
3:9-10, with its “pillars” and “interior” suggests a building rather than 
a portable conveyance; other scholars have proposed the emendation 
*appeden (“palace,” a biblical Aramaic loan-word from Persian; see 
Dan. 11:45); see summary in Pope, 441-2. Particularly suggestive in this 
regard is the reference in 1 Kings 7:8 to the palace that Solomon built for 
Pharoah’s daughter, the most illustrious of his wives; this was 
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constructed, it appears, with a lavish use of cedar and costly stones 
(7 : 7"9)- If we are indeed dealing with a building rather than a portable 
structure, this palace would be a likely candidate. 

'asah lo, literally “he made for himself.” The wording is close 
to Eccles. 2:4-8, with its detailed listing of the houses, vineyards, water 
pools, gold, silver, singers, etc. that Solomon acquired: “I built, I 
planted, I collected,” with the verbs followed six times by li- “for 
myself” (baniti li , nata'ti li, kanasti li). 

'asey ha-lebanon “Lebanon wood.” The word for “trees,” 
‘esim ('asey ), may also refer to the wood, compare Exod. 27:1 * asey 
sittim “acacia wood.” Also see ’arazim in Song 1:17. The plural form 
lends a concreteness to the Hebrew, suggesting, as it were, planks of 
wood in the hands of the craftsman. 

3:10 VT 1 I 33 P ‘ ammudav “its pillars.” Typically the pillars associated 
with Solomon, described with evident admiration in the two books of 
Kings, are massive, astounding in height and circumference, supporting 
impressive buildings. Compare especially the description of the House of 
the Forest of Lebanon, with its rows of cedar pillars, and the Hall of 
Pillars, 1 Kings 7:2-6. Some measured twenty-three cubits in height, 
including their capitals, and twelve cubits in circumference; see 1 Kings 
7:15-16. These pillars are mentioned also in 2 Kings 25:13-17 (compare 
Jer. 52:17-23) among the national treasures destroyed in the Babylonian 
onslaught of 587 BCE. They loomed large enough in the popular imag¬ 
ination to furnish a topographic metaphor: the rock cliffs near Timna in 
southern Israel are to this day called “the Pillars of Solomon.” Given this 
association, the pillars admired in 3:10 are likely to be tall and massive, 
capable of supporting a building, not the slender poles of a traveling 
litter. 

ODD nw ‘asah kesep, literally “[its pillars] he made silver,” i.e., 
covered or simply decorated with silver. For a similar ornamentation of 
pillars see Exod. 27:17. As often in the biblical language for craftsman¬ 
ship, ' asah “to make, work” applies here to the surface of the objects; 
compare the use of the corresponding noun ma'aseh in the same sense in 
ma'aseh sebakah, ma'aseh susan “checker-work” (an ornamental 
network) and “lily-work,” in 1 Kings 7:17,19. 
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IITPSH repidato. For an example of the root rpd in the sense of uphol¬ 
stery or bedding, compare Song 2:5; see also the related root rbd in 
“couch coverings,” Prov. 7:16, 31:22. “Couches of gold and silver,” 
described in Esther 1:6, are among the lavish furnishings in the court of 
Ahasuerus (Xerxes), another king of legendary wealth. 

133 * 1 Q merkabo . A generic term for anything to sit on, merkab is explain¬ 
ed as kol ’aser yihyeh tahtav “whatever is under him” in Lev. 15:9-10. 

nl 33 D rDDN iDin toko rasup ’ahabah mi(n)-benot 

•TYt | • T " * f • ■ ' ' 

yerusalayim , literally “its interior paved with love from [or “by”] the 
daughters of Jerusalem.” Obscure. For different interpretations involv¬ 
ing substantial emendations (from “love” to “stone,” “ebony,” and the 
like), see Gordis, Pope, Fox. 

rasup “paved.” From rsp “to join stones, inlay,” which underlies 
the noun rispah “paved floor.” Compare, for example, the rispah at 
King Ahasuerus’ court in Esther 1:6, a splendid “mosaic pavement of 
porphyry, marble, mother-of-pearl, and colored stones” (Moore, 
Esther). For the syntax of rasup “paved with,” see the discussion of 
“perfumed with,” 3:6. 

ni3M Although problematic grammatically, the preposition 
min may be seen here to introduce the agent; compare Lev. 21:7 ’issah 
gerusah me-’isah “a woman divorced by [literally “from”] her 
husband.” 

3:11 nPNH nrxs se’eynah u-re’eynah “come out and look!” 

^ f T I T f I • / + 

Notice the archaizing usage with the verbs in the special feminine plural 
(-nah); see discussion under 2:7. The irregular form se’eynah , instead of 
the grammatically expected se’nah (with ’ unpronounced), is used here 
to correspond phonetically with re’eynah . 

rnw ‘atarah “a king’s crown, or wreath.” Also a token of festivity 
and joy; see Esther 8:15. 

1QN se- f itterah lo *immo , literally “which his mother set on 

him.” Although the biblical account says nothing about Solomon’s 
mother crowning him, she does figure prominently in the events preced- 
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ing his investiture; see i Kings 1:11-31. In the Midrash, Bathsheba 
awakens Solomon on the day of the consecration of the Temple, when 
Pharaoh’s daughter, his new bride, has kept him asleep (Ginzberg, voL 
4, 118-29). I n present verse, the “crowning” by his mother is part of 
Solomon’s wedding ceremony. This narrative detail, too, may have its 
roots in the Solomonic legends. 

Song 3:11 has a number of possible thematic connections with other 
parts of the Song: (1) King Solomon as the counterpart of the 
Shulamite’s lover, who is called her “king,” see 1:4,12; (2) the king as an 
object of admiration by the women of Jerusalem (“Come out and look 
at him!”), like the Shulamite’s lover, 1:3; (3) the prominent role given to 
mother figures: King Solomon’s mother at his wedding, and the 
Shulamite’s mother as her teacher in matters of love, 8:2. 

4:1 sammatek , literally “your sammah.” Two radically differ¬ 

ent interpretations for the enigmatic sammah have been in circulation 
since the very beginning of Song exegesis: (1) “locks, tresses,” “mass of 
hair,” “braided hair,” and (2) “veil.” Although most English transla¬ 
tions and commentaries have opted for the veil—RSV, JPS, NEB, 
Ginsburg, Gordis, Pope, Fox, Falk, Murphy, and others—there is 
considerable linguistic and textual evidence against this interpretation. 

The word occurs twice more in the Song, 4:3, 6:7, and only once else¬ 
where in the Bible, in a passage that is crucial to the understanding of the 
word. In a harshly sarcastic address, the prophet Isaiah gloats over the 
downfall and humiliation of “the virgin Daughter of Babylon” (symbol¬ 
izing the Babylonian empire), who will be defeated and forced to 
perform the most humiliating menial tasks. Here is the passage in the 

RSV: 


Take the millstone and grind meal, put off your veil \galli 
sammatek ], strip off your robe [hespi sobel \, uncover your 
legs \galli soq ], pass through the rivers. Your nakedness shall 
be uncovered [tiggal ‘ervatek], and your shame shall be seen. 

(Isa. 47:2-3) 

The first two italicized phrases are mistranslations of the Hebrew, while 
the last two are correct. The two verbs galleh and hasap mean “to 
reveal, expose, uncover, lay bare, show,” not “to put off, strip off.” For 
the alternating use of these two verbs in parallel verses, compare Jer. 
49:10 “I have exposed [hasaptt] Esau, I have uncovered [gilliti] his 
hiding places,” and Jer. 13:22 ( niglu ), and 13:26 ( hasapti ). These verbs 
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and others with the same semantic range are used in the Bible for notions 
of decorum, vulnerability, and inviolability, particularly of the human 
body. In this case, being forced to bare her thigh (soq), underskirt (?) 
(sobel), and nakedness (‘ervab) symbolizes the public humiliation of the 
Daughter of Babylon. For galleh compare also texts such as Lev. 20:11 
and Deut. 27:20 with their euphemisms for genitals: gillah ‘ervat ’abiv, 
gillah kenap abiv “to uncover the nakedness” or “skirt” of one’s father. 
From the domain of the human body these metaphors were extended to 
exposing the “nakedness” of countries (so Gen. 42:9-12), and “baring” 
the foundations of walls, fortresses, cities—a typical biblical image of 
military defeat and conquest (Ezek. 13:14, Micah 1:6). Also see Isa. 22:8 
“they exposed the screen of Judah,” where “screen” is a metaphor, like 
“shield, cover,” etc., for a specific fortress overtaken by the Assyrians 
(see note in JPS). Here again, the verb is to “expose” (galleh), not “take 
away,” as RSV. 

In contrast, for taking off articles of clothing, headgear, finery, orna¬ 
ments, jewelry, and the like, the Bible uses verbs other than those of the 
Isaiah passage—above all, hesir . In fact, this is precisely the verb one 
would expect for removing a veil; see Gen. 38:19 (va-tasar se'ipah ), and 
the long list of items of women’s luxury wear that the Lord will strip 
(yasir) from the bodies of the pampered daughters of Israel, Isa. 
3:18-23. (Two other verbs of this semantic range, pasat and nasa * me- 
‘al, actually occur in the Song, 5:3,7.) 

In keeping with the tone of the Isaiah passage, the sammah must refer 
to something that the Daughter of Babylon would be loath to expose 
(galleh) in public for reasons of decorum, along with her thigh, under¬ 
skirt, and nakedness. In ancient Mesopotamian society, it was improper 
for a woman, especially one of the higher classes, to bare her head in 
public; conversely, a common harlot had to keep her head uncovered, 
and was not permitted to veil herself like other women (see Lerner, 134). 
While this information still does not tell us what the sammah really is t 
the weight of the evidence surely tilts the scales in favor of the traditional 
understanding of the word (e.g., Ibn Ezra) as relating to hair. 

An additional argument in favor of this interpretation is based on the 
very form of the word. Sammah exhibits a relatively rare noun pattern: 
the doubled middle root-consonant preceded and followed by a , which 
is found in only a limited number of words, most relating to parts of the 
human body: raqqah 3 Judg. 4:21,22, 5:26, Song 4:3 and 6:7 “cheek/ 
temple/forehead”; dallah , Isa. 38:12, Song 7:6, “thrums, tufts hanging 
down” (in a weaver’s loom, or said of hair); ’ ammah , Deut. 3:11, “fore- 
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arm”; kappab “palm of hand” (in the expression kappat sohad “an act 
of bribery”); and gabbah “eyebrow,” the latter two being postbiblical 
back-formations from biblical plural forms in Lev. 14:9, Ezek. 1:18, and 
Isa. 33:15. This noun pattern appears to be very strongly (though not 
exclusively) associated with body parts. 

In view of the well-known proclivity of the Semitic languages for 
associating specific formal patterns (misqalim) with specific meanings, 
this particular association can hardly be accidental. Raqqah is associ¬ 
ated with the head, and dallah (in the Song) with the hair, another 
factor supporting our identification of the sammah. Notice, too, the 
association of this particular noun pattern with paired parts of the body 
that are symmetrically opposed to each other—the arms, eyebrows, 
palms—and note further that this pattern is feminine, with -ah, just as 
the Hebrew words for “hand,” “foot,” “eye,” etc., are all (unmarked) 
feminine. A final argument is that all the other nouns with the posses¬ 
sive “your” (-ek, -ayik) in this descriptive section, 4:1-5, are body parts, 
which would make “your veil” the sole exception. 

There is no way to know how and when the Song’s sammah first came 
to be understood as “veil,” but it is an interpretation with a long history, 
attested already in the Septuagint and Symmachus. It is easy to under¬ 
stand why the reading “veil” established itself. The veil has long been a 
symbol of modesty: for example, Rebecca, meeting her future husband, 
Isaac, “took her veil [sa‘ip] and covered herself” (Gen. 24:65). The 
image of a Shulamite whose face is modestly covered with a veil was in 
perfect harmony with the apologetic approach that governed much of 
traditional Jewish and Christian scholarship. Once well established in 
that tradition, the veil slipped undetected into most translations of the 
Song, including those that are entirely free of that bias—with the one 
noteworthy exception of the KJV, which has “thy locks.” 

b 1 P 3 Q mi(n)-ba‘ad le-, literally “from behind.” This phrase has the 
same nuance “from the point of . . .” as expressed by min- in 2:9, 5:4. 
Rather than speaking of her eyes as simply the object of his observation 
(1:15 “your eyes are doves”), the young man describes them in 4:1 as 
actively looking out from behind her hair. Also compare the description 
of the eyes in 6:5. 

Notice that the direction here is the reverse of 2:9, where his peering 
originates outside the wall and comes toward her (the observer/speaker), 
she being inside. Still, there is a consistency in the Song with a clear 
symbolic import in Mediterranean culture: she (or her eyes, forehead, 
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etc.) is inside, and he outside some “barrier,” such as her hair (4:1,3, 
6:7), the wall (2:9), or the bolted door (5:2); she is concealed behind 
rock cliffs (2:14); she is in the garden (8:13), or is herself the locked 
garden (4:12). 

se-galesu . The verb galas, though a hapax, has been plausibly 
explained on the basis of its cognate in Ugaritic as relating to the stream¬ 
ing or surging of waters. Compare Greenfield (1969), 99 n. 36. (In 
Modern Hebrew the verb is commonly applied to gliding, sliding down 
mountains, also skiing, etc., as well as to spilling down, overflowing of 
liquids—meanings that most probably derive from the interpretation of 
this verse). The point of comparison is the movement of a flock of goats 
coming down the mountainside, suggesting heavy, thick, wavy hair in 
flowing motion. Contemporary readers remote from the landscape of 
the poet have sometimes found the similes in 4:1-2 odd or even comic, 
but sheep and goats were perfectly natural images for a biblical audience. 
The reference to hair picks up and elaborates samtnah in the previous 
line, as with lily in 2:1-2, honey ( nopet/debas ) in 4:11 and spikenard in 
4:13-14 ( neraditn/nerd )—another sign of conscious artistry. 

4:2 nl 2 ^|?n YTP 3 sinnayik ke- f eder ha-qesubot “your teeth 

are like a flock of ewes.” Much of the language and imagery of this verse 
allows two readings: qesubot, literally “those that are shorn,” is (1) an 
epithet for rehelim “ewes,” as in the otherwise identical verse 6:6, or (2) 
“those that are similar in size, matching,” with obvious relevance to 
both ewes and teeth. For these two interpretations, compare the root 
qsb in 2 Kings 6:6, va-yiqsob “he cut, sheared off,” and the expression 
qeseb ’ehad “the same form,” 1 Kings 6:25, 7:37. 

rramrnn frvv se-‘alu min ha-rahsah “that have come up from the 

* 1 - T 1 ■ T ▼ r 

pond” ( rahsah , literally “washing place”), hence the pure white of their 
wool. 

nlQ'KJlD se-kullam mat’imot. Here again the text allows two 

readings: (1) “all of whom bear twins,” evoking a notion of fecundity 
and health of the animals. For mat'imot “twin-bearing” (hip*il from 
te’om “twin”), see Jer. 4:31 mabkirah “one bearing her first child” 
(hip‘il from bekor “first born”). Or (2) “all of whom are identical in 
shape,” with relevance to both ewes and teeth (root t'm “to be identi¬ 
cal”); compare qesubot in the sense “similar in size, matching.” 
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DH 3 ve-sakkulah ’eytt bahem , literally “and among whom 

there is none bereaved of offspring.” A sakkulah here is a ewe that has 
lost its lamb. Normally in a flock the lambs walk beside their mothers, 
so the place beside a sakkulah is empty. Here again, the image applies at 
the same time to the Shulamite’s teeth, none of which is missing. Note 
the wordplay of se-kullam and sakkulah. 

4:3 niN 5 t|* 13 *Tp} u-midbarek na’veh, literally “your midbar is lovely.” 
Derived from the verb dabber “to speak,” the problematical noun 
midbar can be interpreted as either (1) a poetic word for “speaking” (as 
in Ibn Ezra, Rashi) or even “voice,” or (2.) “mouth,” as in most modern 
translations. Both interpretations are equally plausible linguistically: the 
word’s pattern can be associated with nouns of place, miskan “abode, 
place of dwelling,” miptan “doorstep,” etc., hence conceivably (literally) 
“place of speech” -► “mouth,” as well as with nouns denoting actions, 
abstract concepts, perceptions, e.g., misma f “that which is heard,” 
mispat “judging, justice,” mibhar “the choice, best of,” hence “speech, 
voice.” The following consideration favors the reading adopted here. It 
is hard to ignore the parallel between u-midbarek na’veh in this verse 
and u-mar’ek na’veh in 2:14, where the visual and the acoustic aspects 
are associated, literally “your voice is delicious and the sight of you 
[German Anblick] lovely.” This comparison seems to give preference to 
a reading of 4:3 such as “your lips are like a crimson ribbon [visual], and 
your voice/speaking [auditory] is . . .” over the somewhat redundant 
alternative “your lips/your mouth,” in which the “mouth” is treated as 
an object of visual beauty in addition to the lips. 

^rtjin yiQ-in ke-pelah ha-rimmon raqqatek, literally “like a slice 

of pomegranate is your raqqah.” The word raqqah is uncertain; it is 
usually understood as referring to a part of the face or head: cheek, 
temple, or forehead. The point of the comparison is commonly assumed 
to be the color of the pomegranate; its smoothness to the touch and 
rounded contour may also be implied. 

4:4 nl^n^ TttttX Tn 'TttM ke-migdal david savva’rek 
banuy le-talpiyyot, literally “like the tower of David is your neck built 
le-talpiyyot .” The numerous, widely differing traditional interpretations 
of the enigmatic hapax talpiyyot are mostly based on pure speculation 
and dubious etymologies. In recent decades, a well-argued reading 
“built in courses” or “in terraces” has gained wide currency (see Pope, 
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466-68). The comparison in itself is plausible: a tower of David might 
have been built in rows, or courses, of stones, and a necklace of the 
Shulamite (1:10, 4:9) with its rows of beads could evoke the image of 
such a tower. But this interpretation conflicts with a feature of Hebrew 
syntax. Verbs of the general meaning to build, make, shape, craft are 
typically constructed with two objects and no preposition. Significant 
for the case at hand, this applies also when the resulting “product” 
consists of separate parts or segments: 1 Kings 6:36, literally “he built 
[va-yiben] the inner court three courses of hewn stones,” where English 
has “with” or “in” three courses. Similarly Deut. 27:6, literally “whole 
stones you will build [tibneh] the altar”; 1 Kings 6:9, literally “he made 
the ceiling of the house [va-yispon *et ha-bayit] beams”; Num. 11:8, 
literally “they made it [ve-*asu *oto] cakes,” i.e., formed it into cakes; 
Num. 17:3, literally “they made them [ve-‘asu *otam\ hammered 
plates,” i.e., converted them (the censers) into plates; Exod. 26:14, liter- 
ally “you shall make [ve-‘asita] a covering for the tent tanned skins,” 
i.e., from skins. The same is true of the corresponding passive construc¬ 
tion: Ezek. 41:18, literally “it was made [‘asuy] cherubs and palm trees,” 
i.e., it was composed of cherubs and palm trees (and compare the corre¬ 
sponding active in 1 Kings 6:29). Only exceptionally is a preposition 
used, and then it is not le- but be-, as in 1 Kings 6:15-16. Thus, it is 
precisely the preposition le - in le-talpiyyot that speaks against this 
particular reading and points in a different direction. 

Like most of the earlier readings, “in courses” is based on the assump¬ 
tion that talpiyyot is a plural noun. But this approach may be too 
narrow. Hebrew has a handful of words ending on -ot and -im that are 
plurals in form only, having become functionally adverbials: Ps. 139:14 
“I praise you, for I have been awesomely [nora’ot] made”; 1 Kings 8:13 
“a place for you to dwell forever [‘o/arnfm]”; Song 1:4 “Truly/rightly 
[meysarim] they love you.” Now, adverbially used words are so 
commonly preceded by le- that this preposition can almost be consid¬ 
ered a marker of this word class: Isa. 32:1, 42:3 le-sedeq, le-mispat, le - 
’emet “justly, righteously, faithfully”; Job 36:31, Neh. 5:18, and 2 Chron. 
11:12 le-makbir, le-harbeh “in abundance, very much”; Joel 2:26 le- 
bapli’ “wondrously”; Job 42:10 le-misneh “twice as much”; Gen. 3:22 
le-'olam “forever.” And this applies also to the plural forms, Ps. 77:8, 
Eccles. 1:10 le-‘olamim “forever”; Song 7:10 le-meysarim “straight, 
directly, smoothly”; Ps. 140:12 le-madhepot “in thrusts [?], speedily.” 

Even when the meaning of some of these words is uncertain, their 
adverbial function as such is usually not in doubt. This becomes espe- 
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dally evident in a case like i Sam. 15:32 “Agag went to him ma'adan- 
not. ” This enigmatic word has been correctly understood as an adverb 
irrespective of the differing interpretations given to it: “with faltering 
step” (NEB), “cheerfully” (RSV), and “in chains” (Even-Shoshan, 
Segal). The same is true when a word shows slight fluctuations in mean¬ 
ing in different contexts; for example, the adverbial meysarim in Song 
1:4 as compared to 7:10. The approach followed here with respect to the 
problem phrase “built le-talpiyyot n is based on the conviction that its 
meaning cannot be deciphered via the etymology, root, or pattern of 
talpiyyot, as has been attempted throughout the tradition. But while the 
meaning of the word itself may forever remain obscure, the analysis 
adopted here—which focuses exclusively on the morphology (the preposi¬ 
tion le- and the ending -ot) and syntax of this phrase—suggests a seman¬ 
tic range such as that covered by some of the le- adverbials listed above, 
perhaps “built wondrously, magnificently, to perfection,” or the like. 

In this understanding, the neck itself is the object of admiration, and 
it alone is compared with the tower, not the neck with its necklace (the 
necklace is evoked separately in the “bucklers” and “shields”; see next 
note). A tower of David “built magnificently, to perfection” in 4:4— 
whether real or imaginary, just as the one made of ivory in 7:5—symbol¬ 
izes workmanship of the highest order, evoking a master architect. This 
would closely parallel 7:2, where the Shulamite’s thighs are said to be 
“shaped by a master craftsman.” Hence the unnamed early Jewish 
grammarians (medaqdeqim, mentioned by Ibn Ezra) who freely para¬ 
phrased le-talpiyyot “without equal” may well have been closest to the 
mark. 

*elep ha-magert taluy 'alav “a thousand bucklers 
hang upon it.” Warriors used to hang their bucklers, helmets, and other 
items of weaponry on towers and city walls for ornamental display, 
which “lent splendor” and “made perfect” the city’s beauty, so Ezek. 
27:10-11. The ornaments on the strands of the Shulamite’s necklace 
evoke the image of the bucklers displayed on David’s tower. 

The reference to turrets and city walls in relation to the Shulamite 
(8:10) suggests a daunting, awesome beauty (' ayummah, 6:4,10). The 
“bucklers” around her neck accord with this image. 

Literally “the thousand buckler hang,” with the enumerated object in 
the collective singular, as is common especially with large round 
numbers (see e.g. Song 8:11). But the use of the definite article, as well 
as the construction with “hang” in the singular (taluy), instead of the 
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expected plural (teluyim), is less usual and calls attention to itself. It 
suggests a reference to something well known, as if to say “those famous 
bucklers of which we have all heard,” or perhaps “that group of one 
thousand strung up together,” hence the singular construction. Since 
there is nothing in the Bible about a tower of David, nor about a thou¬ 
sand bucklers, this may be yet another indication of elements of popular 
folklore in the Song; see note 3:7 above. The figure “thousand” supports 
this conjecture. 

D'T 33 n ^3 kol siltey ha-gibborim “all the shields of the 

warriors.” In the passage just quoted from Ezek. 27:10-11, selatim are 
mentioned among the weaponry displayed on city walls, along with 
shields and helmets, possibly denoting a special kind of shield, or else 
quiver, as probably in Jer. 51:11. The selatim in 2 Chron. 23:9 are 
counted among King David’s weaponry. 

4:5 TV 3 S 'QlNn te*ornery sebiyyah, “twins of a gazelle,” suggesting 
the identical shape of the breasts. Gazelles evoke grace and youthful live¬ 
liness. 

D'PTn ha-ro‘im ba-sosannim t literally “that graze among the 
lilies.” For the rich erotic associations of the image, see note 2:16. 

4:6 Ol*n TP *ad se~yapuah ha-yom, literally “before the day 

breathes.” See note 2:17 for discussion. 

n]lAbn nP 33 . •. *111371 in bar ha-mor . . . gib'at ha-lebonah “the 

T I — “ I • • O 

mountain of myrrh . . . the hill of frankincense.” For the sensual 
association of these two spices with the Shulamite, see also Song 3:6, 
4:14. 

4:7 nAJ ^3 kullak yapah . Hebrew kullak is far more concrete than 
implied in the English “you are wholly/entirely beautiful,” and is better 
rendered freely as “your entirety is beautiful” or colloquially, “every 
inch of you is beautiful.” Coming at the end of the lover’s praise song to 
the Shulamite, this statement is paralleled by her concluding “he is all 
[kullo] delight” in 5:16. 

t |3 VN u-mum *eyn bak, literally “and there is no flaw in you.” 

Our free translation, “my perfect one,” is borrowed from Falk. 
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4:8 WDri ... Tin^Q *riN ’itti mi(rt) lebanon . . . tabo’i “come with 
me from Lebanon.” This and the other three mountains mentioned in 
this verse are symbols of inaccessibility and danger, and at the same time 
of majestic, primeval beauty. Much of the traditional misunderstanding 
of this verse is rooted in the insistence of many commentators on 
explaining it literally. But the Shulamite and her lover are not in the 
mountains of Lebanon, close to the dwellings of lions and leopards. This 
fantasy scene is not unlike the one in 8:5, where the two of them are 
“coming up” together from the wilderness. The verb tabo’i, in the 
imperfect, seems less a direct invitation (for which an imperative, bo’i, 
would be more appropriate) than a wishful thought, along the line of 
“Oh that you would come down with me . . see the series of imper¬ 
fects conjuring up a succession of wished-for, hypothetical events in 
8:1-2. Moreover, this is yet another instance of the technique, so perva¬ 
sive in the Song, of referring to the animal world (the mare, the gazelle, 
the dove, ewes, goats, the raven, etc.), in order to highlight some char¬ 
acteristic of the lovers, here evoking their freedom and vitality. 

There is no compelling reason for the emendation of ’itti "with me” 
of the Masoretic text to ’eti “come!” as in Fox, Pope, and Falk. 

n ^3 kallah, literally “bride,” see note 4:9. The word order of the 
Hebrew, literally “With me from Lebanon, bride, with me from 
Lebanon come!”— ABAC —reflects a formal pattern that occurs 
frequently in the Song, 1:15, 4:1, 4:9, 5:9, 6 : 9, 7:1, sometimes with a 
variation in the repeating member (A), as in 4:10,12, 5:1, 6:1. For occur¬ 
rences outside the Song, see Ps. 93:3, literally “the floods have lifted up, 
O Lord, the floods have lifted up their voice,” or Ps. 67:4, literally 
“shall praise you nations, O Lord, shall praise you nations, all!” 
Characteristically, one member of the pattern—typically B —is an 
address or an epithet. 

llDini I'Jty H3DN ’amanak senir ve-bertnon. Amana, Senir, and 

■ I T I • I T T 1 • 7 

Hermon, along with Mount Lebanon, are the northern mountains that 
figure prominently in the geography of the imagination of ancient Israel. 

4:9 libbabtini “you have ravished my heart,” derived from the 

noun leb or lebab “heart.” One of the functions of the pi‘el verbal stem 
is to express the taking away, removal of something (compare English 
“to skin,” “to bone”); Deut. 25:18 zanneb “to cut off at the rear,” from 
zanab “tail”; Ps. 52:7 saves “to uproot,” from sores “root,” see WO, 
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412. A different reading could be “you have heartened, encouraged, 
emboldened me,” compare the pi‘el 'ammes* to strengthen,” Isa. 35:3. 
The translation “ravished” comes from the KJV. 

n>o *nnist ’ahoti kallah “my sister, [my] bride.” “Sister” suggests inti¬ 
macy; for a metaphoric use of “brother” and “sister” elsewhere in the 
Bible, see Gen. 19:7; 2 Sam. 1:26; Job 30:29; and compare Job 17:14 and 
Prov. 7:4. See also note 8:1 below. In Egyptian love poetry, “sister” (and 
“brother”) are used as terms of endearment (Fox, xii-xiii, 136). “Bride” 
is not to be taken literally as implying a wedding ceremony, though it 
may well convey a hope for marriage in the future. The combined 
epithet occurs again in 4:10,12, 5:1. The two components occur sepa¬ 
rately in “my sister” 5:2 and “bride” 4:8,11. 

Be-’abat is the correct reading for the spelling be-’ahad. 

pJV ‘anaq “link, strand,” “chain,” or “pendant,” or any other segment 
of a necklace; compare Prov. 1:9. 

savveronayik . The meaning “necklace” is suggested by the der¬ 
ivation from the common word for “neck,” savvar (usually spelled 
savva'r , e.g., 1:10, 4:4). The plural form suggests a necklace with more 
than a single strand, as is found in ancient Egypt (Fox, 136 and figs. 
1-5). Compare the “thousand shields” of 4:4, which likewise suggest a 
more substantial necklace. The ending -on, though of many functions, 
occurs not infrequently with nouns denoting ornaments and cosmetics, 
as in Isa. 3:18,23 saharon “crescent,” gilyon “mirror,” and Exod. 28:34 
pa'amon “decorative bell.” 

4:10 ... mah yapu . . . mah tobu, literally, “how 

beautiful . . . how good are. ...” A common biblical formula of 
admiration; see also Song 7:2,7. The young man’s praise of the 
Shulamite as a lover corresponds to her praise of him, including the 
reference to wine and the fragrance of precious oils, 1:2-3. 

4:11 ^nlnaip njfltojl nst) nopet tittopnah siptotayik, literally 
“your lips drip honey,” may allude to the Shulamite’s sweet words in 
general or, more likely, specifically to her sweetness in seduction; 
compare Prov. 5:3, the only other occurrence of this specific phrase, 
nopet tittopnah siptey . . . . The wetness of the young man’s lips simi¬ 
larly enhances the erotic suggestiveness of the image in Song 5:13. 
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^ 111 ^ nn reah lebanon, the “scent of Lebanon,” could refer to the 
forest, or the wine, of that region, both of which are proverbial for their 
fragrance; see Hosea 14:7-8. 

4:12 gem tia'ul “a locked garden” symbolizes the Shulamite’s 

sexuality, like the “hidden well” and “sealed spring”: the garden is inac¬ 
cessible to anyone but her lover, who alone is invited to enter, 4:16-5:1. 
For a similar use of water, well, cistern, see Prov. 5:15,18. 

biy] ^3 gal rta'ul . Though of uncertain meaning, gal has been plausibly 
linked, via its root (gll), with the term “ gullot of water,” which in the 
context of Josh. 15:19 and Judg. 1:15 must refer to springs, water 
cisterns, or the like (Pope and others). Water has always been a precious 
commodity in the Middle East; sealing is one method employed in antiq¬ 
uity to keep a private source of water safe from use by strangers. On the 
custom of sealing water sources, see 2 Chron. 32: 2-4, and compare 2 
Kings 20:20. 

Fox opts for the variant reading gan (following Septuagint, Vulgate, 
Peshitta, and some Hebrew manuscripts), against the Masoretic Text’s 
gal. But this position may be based on too narrow a view of the pattern 
involved, ABAC, which seems to allow for minor variations in the 
repeating (A), as in Song 4:10: (A) mah yapu dodayik, (B) *ahoti kallah , 
(A) mah tobu dodayik; compare 6:1. (See also under note 4:8, above). 
Indeed, gan-gal may well be intended for its play of sound. With its rich 
water imagery alluding to woman’s sexuality and fertility, Song 4:12 
in fact calls to mind the language of Prov. 5:15, and also its sound 
play: “Drink water from your cistern, flowing water from your well,” 
boreka-be’ereka. 

4:13 selahayik “your branches.” A hapax of uncertain mean¬ 

ing, though the root slh “to send, stretch out, extend” offers a clue. It is 
found several times in a characteristically biblical image: a richly flour¬ 
ishing tree/vine/cedar that spreads its boughs or roots over a large area, 
symbolizing a thriving person or nation, e.g., Isa. 16:8 “its branches 
[seluhoteyha] spread abroad and passed over the sea”; Ps. 80:12; and 
the vision of the tree in Dan. 4:7-9. And see also Jer. 17:8 “he is like a 
tree planted by water that sends out [yesallah] its roots to the stream,” 
and Ezek. 17:6. 

Given the Song’s wide use of tree and plant images in relation to the 
two lovers—the apricot and fig trees, the cedar and the date palm, the 

176 THE SONG OF SONGS 



budding vines, the Shulamite’s vineyard (1:6, 2:3, 716,8-9)—the com¬ 
mon understanding of selahayik as branches, boughs, or shoots seems 
more appropriate than the interpretations based on selahim (selahin / 
salhin), Mishnaic for “irrigation channels,” “irrigated land”; see Fox’s 
“your watered fields,” or Pope’s “your groove.” 

0 * 3113*1 PT 1 ? selahayik pardes rimmonim “your branches are 

an orchard of pomegranate trees.” Apart from pomegranates and other 
delicious fruits, this fantasy orchard also contains an extravagant assort¬ 
ment of exotic spices. Of those mentioned in 4:13-14, only saffron and 
henna are known for certain to have grown in Palestine. Myrrh, cinna¬ 
mon, and cane were probably imported, while spikenard, frankincense, 
and aloes were certainly luxury imports from distant lands, such as 
India, Arabia, Somalia, and even China (Feliks, Z3-Z6). On the spices 
imported “from far away” compare Jer. 6:zo and note 3:6 above, “all 
the spices of the merchant.” 

DT 19 pardes is a loan-word from Persian (and as such another indicator 
of the Song’s lateness) originally meaning “enclosed park” or “pleasure 
ground,” and is still used in that sense in Neh. z:8. The notion of an 
enclosure would fit well with the metaphor of the locked garden, 4:iz. 
It is only in the third century BCE that the word is attested with the 
primary meaning “orchard” in the paradeisos of Greek papyri (whence 
the English word “paradise”). See Ginsberg, 52. 

4:15 0*33 }*Pp m&'y&n gannim, literally “a spring of gardens,” with 
the plural in a generic sense, i.e., a spring such as is associated with 
gardens. 

}l 33 b* 1 P 0 *^f 31 ve-nozelim min lebanon. The syntax is uncertain. Most 
translators consider nozelim a plural noun, e.g., RSV “[a well of living 
water, and] flowing streams from Lebanon.” This is plausible, since 
nozelim indeed occurs as a common poetic synonym for water, as in Isa. 
44:3, Prov. 5:15, Ps. 78:16,44. On the other hand, nozelim could 
conceivably be an active participle with verbal function, “flowing” 
(nazal “to flow” as in Num. 24:7, Jer. 9:17, Job 36:28), paralleling 
hayyim “fresh,” literally “living.” Hence freely, reading against the 
liturgical accents: “a well of water, fresh and gushing from Lebanon.” 
The word nozelim is indeed used in its verbal sense in Jer. 18:14, 
“waters . . . cold, flowing down,” likewise in connection with 
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Lebanon, to epitomize water at its freshest. The “flowing” waters (4:15) 
would then parallel the dynamic and sensuous image of “streaming” 
(nazal) spices in 4:16. For a similar use of the participle as a verb in the 
Song, see 2:8 “bounding,” 2:9 “gazing,” 3:6 “rising,” 5:2 “knocking.” 

4:16 hapihi. This difficult verb is often translated “to blow, 

breathe, exhale,” on the basis of its use in the simple stem, 2:17, 4:6. But 
since the form in 4:16 is in the causative stem (root pwh , hip‘il), a literal 
rendition might be closer to the mark: “to cause to breathe,” perhaps 
with a secondary meaning “to bring to life.” The association between 
breathing and bringing to life calls to mind the description of the 
creation of man in Gen. 2:7, “[God] breathed into his nostrils the breath 
of life, and the man became a living being.” But the text most immedi¬ 
ately relevant is Ezek. 37:9—“from the four corners come, O wind, and 
blow upon these slain that they may live!”—where the connection goes 
beyond the image to the basic level of phonetic similarity, pehi “blow!” 
The root used in both the Genesis and Ezekiel texts is nph “to blow,” 
phonetically and semantically a close cognate of pwh. In this interpreta¬ 
tion, the Shulamite’s garden in Song 4:16 is dormant and magically 
brought to life by the winds she summons. In its high drama, this verse 
with the Shulamite “commanding” the elements is also reminiscent of 
Isa. 5:6, “I will command the clouds.” 

... ganni . . . ganno. “My garden” becomes “his garden,” just 
as the Shulamite’s “my vineyard” in 1:6 becomes the vineyard her lover 
calls his own in 8:12. 

5:1 ... ... 'HN3 ba’ti . . . ’ariti ... “I have come, ... I 

^ • T T 

have gathered.” The RSV has a present tense: “I come, I gather, I eat, I 
drink,” apparently to imply intended actions (see similarly Robert’s “je 
viens” in the sense of an imminent future, quoted in Pope). This inter¬ 
pretation must be rejected out of hand, if only on linguistic grounds. 
While the Hebrew “perfect” verb is indeed able to express a variety of 
temporal and aspectual nuances, its most typical role—especially in 
the Song—is to denote a narrative past, and a completed action 
(except for a limited number of well-definable uses, such as stative 
verbs, as in 4:10 yapu, or where the perfect is demanded by the 
syntactic structure, e.g., 2:17 ve-nasu). In this case, the perfect implies 
consummation. 
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'tm-DP nv» ... 'ntra-ny nin mon ‘im besami . . . ya’ri ‘im 
dibsi, literally “my myrrh with my spice, . . . my honeycomb with my 
honey.” The preposition “with” ( 7 'm) implies a special semantic nuance 
that the regular connective “and” (ve-) cannot express: “Not only a, but 
b y too,” or “a and, on top of it, b\ ” The same repeated 7 m occurs in the 
long list of rare spices that the lover finds in his magical garden, 
4:13-14, where the tone is as exuberant: “henna, and spikenard too!” 
The same use of 7 m occurs in Josh. 11:21, “he wiped them out, as well 
as their cities” ( 7 ‘m ‘areyhem). 

For ya‘ar meaning “honeycomb” compare 1 Sam. 14:27 (ya'rat ha- 
debas). Besami is irregularly voweled, for the expected bosmi . 

T1DV) sikru dodim t literally “get drunk on love.” For ravah 
dodim “to drink one’s fill of love,” see Prov. 7:18. For the syntax sakar 
+ direct object, “to imbibe, get drunk on,” see Isa. 29:9, 49:26. 

In this reading, the sentence shows the favored address pattern of the 
Song: (A) “eat, (B) friends, {A) drink and get drunk (C) on love!,” with 
the address form in the expected (B) slot. See note 4:8. 

Interpreting rather differently, the Septuagint, Peshitta, Vulgate, 
Rashi, KJV, and others render dodim as a concrete plural noun in 
synonymous parallelism with “friends”: “Eat, O friends, and drink: 
drink deeply, O lovers!” (RSV). One can see why this reading was 
preferred by those to whom the notion of getting drunk on love may 
have been too blatantly erotic. But it is an interpretation with a very low 
degree of plausibility. The word dodim, so well attested throughout the 
Bible in reference to lovemaking (see note 1:2)—including the expres¬ 
sion just quoted, “to drink one’s fill of dodim ”—is not likely to have 
been used just this one time in a different meaning, especially in a text 
like the Song, which consistently associates erotic love with wine. If 
indeed there is an allusion to dodim as “lovers” here, it is only second¬ 
arily, in a delightful wordplay. 

A self-contained epigram, this boisterous call to enjoy life’s earthly 
pleasures may have been taken from a popular wine song (Segal, 1967). 
The words serve as an exuberant finale to this entire unit. They are 
thematically integral to the rest of the verse, and there is no compelling 
reason to assume that they are spoken by a different voice (Fox, 
Gerleman). Nor are the “friends” (re‘im) necessarily to be taken as refer¬ 
ring to identifiable persons (say, the young man’s companions of 1:7, 
8:13). They may well be the proverbial friends or “comrades” rhetori- 
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cally addressed in a wine song. Compare the analogous use of “young 
man!” in Eccles. 11:9, or the ubiquitous *my son!” in Proverbs. 

5:2 nv nn?> >?n y ani yesenah ve-libbi *er “I was asleep but my 
heart was awake” fits the condition of the Shulamite who yearns for her 
lover at night; compare 3:1. The words suggest the kind of restless sleep 
in which the mind is not totally unconscious but stays alert in anxiety or 
expectation. 

Many readers have taken this to be a dream. This is a possible inter¬ 
pretation, though 5:2-7 exhibits none of the typical features of dream 
narratives in the Bible, and the events narrated here seem realistic 
enough. The lyric may be read as a dream, a fantasy, or an actual event; 
the Song, characteristically, doesn’t distinguish sharply between any of 
these. 

pflVT HIT p qol dodi dopeq, literally “the voice/sound of my lover, 
knocking.” For a discussion of the multiple meanings and different 
syntactic ways to analyze this construction, see note 2:8. 

pit hi li, literally “Open to me.” It is not uncommon for the 
verb “to open” to be used without a word for door, gate, etc. in unam¬ 
biguous contexts, for example, in 2 Kings 15:16, literally “because they 
did not open to him,” i.e., the gates of the city. Similarly Deut. 20:11, 
Isa. 22:22, and compare Isa. 45:8, Ps. 106:17. The erotic implications 
are therefore probably in the scene itself, not in the absence of the 
expected object noun “door,” as is sometimes assumed (Pope, Fox). 

Notice that the Shulamite quotes her lover’s words without an intro¬ 
ductory phrase, such as “he said to me,” and does the same with her 
own words in the next verse. The effect is a quicker pace, a heightened 
sense of drama and urgency, as in 3:3. Contrast the more leisurely pace 
of 2:10. 

qevussotay. Occurring in the Bible only here and in 5:11 and 
usually translated “my locks.” The word probably refers to thick, heavy 
hair; compare the related Midrashic qawas “bushy haired” (Pope). 

'P'Pl resisey laylah, approximately “drops of night.” Though 
resis is found nowhere else in this precise meaning, the word’s connec¬ 
tion with drops is plausibly suggested by its root rss “to moisten, sprin¬ 
kle,” Ezek. 46:14 (compare Arabic rss “to spray, rain lightly”), as well as 
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by the use of resisim for fragments, tiny bits, splinters, Amos 6:11. The 
word is likely a poetic synonym of “dew,” tal, which is its parallel in this 
sentence. The dew falls copiously in the Near East during certain months; 
compare Judg. 6:38. 

The motif of the frustrated lover begging admittance at the door of the 
beloved is a topos also of ancient Egyptian and Greek poetry. See Fox, 
282-83, and the examples cited there. 

5:4 inrnn it salah yado min ha-hor, literally “stretched his 

hand through the hole,” most likely the keyhole. A traditional door key 
in Near Eastern villages, commonly made of wood, was of considerable 
size, and the keyhole large enough for a man to put his hand through it 
and open an (unlocked) door from the outside by slipping the inside bolt 
(Pope). The word “latch” here is borrowed from the JPS and Falk’s 
translation. 

t salah yad “to stretch out one’s hand” is a standard biblical 

idiom; see Gen. 22:10,1 Kings 13:4, Ezek. 10:7, Ps. 144:7. For a discus¬ 
sion of min “through” see notes 2:9, 4:1. 

rbp inn >pn me*ay hamu *alav s literally “my innards stirred for him.” 
The inner organs, specifically the bowels, the heart, the “walls” of the 
heart, as well as the soul, are used metaphorically in poetic idioms, often 
with the verb hamah “to stir,” to express emotions, intense excitement, 
love, desire, yearning, but also sorrow, regret, anxiety, as in Jer. 4:19, 
31:19, Ps. 42:6; see also Ps. 40:9, Gen. 42:28. Our translation with the 
heart beating “wildly” borrows from Carmi, 175. 

Notice the preposition *al (in *alav) to mark the object of the yearning, 
in contrast with /- in the same idiom in Jer. 31:19, hamu me*ay lo “my 
innards stirred for him.” The preference for *al may be a peculiarity of 
the language of the Song; see also 7:11. 

Some commentators have attempted to understand this verse as a 
euphemistic account of sexual intercourse. This is implausible in the 
context, since the Shulamite has yet to open the door (see Fox). More¬ 
over, this approach is faulty, since it disregards the idiomatic nature—and 
hence inviolability—of these two phrases; since they are idioms, they 
cannot be understood by an analysis of their individual components. 

5:5 nn mor *ober, “liquid myrrh” (also 5:13) is probably the 
same as the oil of myrrh of Esther 2:12. If the Shulamite perfumed 


COMMENTARY 


i 8 i 



herself in anticipation of the young man’s visit (see Ruth 3:3 and also 
Prov. 7:17, where the bed is perfumed), her speech in 5:3 is clearly a 
form of coquetry. 

5:6 HVT1 ve-dodi “but my lover,” with the adversative meaning of the 
conjunction ve- as in Song 3:1,2, and later in 5:6. See discussion in note 
1:5. 

" 13 P pDfl hamaq ‘abar, approximately “had slipped away, was gone.” 
(Elsewhere hamaq occurs only in Jer. 31:21, in the hitpa‘el “turn 
oneself, turn away”). Verbs of the general meaning “to pass, go away” 
in close sequence mark quick departure and total disappearance, as in 
Song 2:11, literally “has passed and is gone.” See also Isa. 8:8, Dan. 
11:10,40. The lover may have left abruptly because he was concerned 
about the watchmen making their rounds. 

riNiP napsi yase'ah , literally “my soul went forth.” Elsewhere an 

expression for dying; see Gen. 3 5:18, Ps. 146:4. Here it is a hyperbolical 
“I nearly died,” expressing a deep emotional upsurge; compare 5:4. 

1 * 12*73 be-dabbero, literally “as he spoke.” The difficulty here is that the 
lover’s speech occurs earlier, in 5:2. Various alternative readings and 
emendations have been proposed (Rashi, Ginsburg, Pope, Fox), but this 
appears to be the Shulamite’s recollection of her feelings, an expression 
of regret about her delay (similarly Zakovitch, 1992). 

5:7 hikkunt pesa‘uni “they beat me, they wounded me.” 

Whether this verse recounts an actual situation, a fantasy, or a dream, it 
reveals a tension between the conventional social mores and the behav¬ 
ior of the young lovers. 

'bPD ... na'se'u . . . me-*alay “they took . . . from me,” liter¬ 

ally “they lifted from on top of me.” For this less common use of the 
verb nasa\ usually meaning “to lift, carry,” compare Num. 16:15 “not 
even one ass have I taken [nasa’ti] from them.” 

The redid, a veil (Syriac redida) or shawl, or any other light article of 
clothing, is mentioned only once more, by Isaiah (3:23), in his list of the 
fashionable apparel worn by the wanton women of Jerusalem as they 
saunter about the city. Hence this would seem to suggest a stylish bit of 
finery rather than a basic article of clothing. 
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The translation offered here assumes a break after me'alay (in accord 
with the liturgical accents), with the words “the watchmen of the walls” 
following as an independent phrase. Far from being a superfluous addi¬ 
tion, “tacked on” at the end of the utterance, this wording is a favored 
dramatizing device in many languages, often used in writing to imitate 
everyday spoken usage, as in English, “They haven’t done a thing for the 
environment, those scientists!” A mark of excited speech, this syntax in 
5:7 artfully captures the tone of exasperation in the words of the 
Shulamite as she relates the violent encounter. The nuance is lost in 
translations such as NEB: “The watchmen . . . struck me and wounded 
me; the watchmen on the walls took away my cloak.” It is a sign of the 
subtly differentiated verbal artistry of the Song that this syntax is not 
used in the corresponding peaceful scene in 3:3. 

5:8 MT1N hisba'ti ’ etkem , literally “I hereby adjure you.” 

Notice that the characteristic oath “never to awaken, never to arouse 
love” in the other three uses of the adjuration formula, 2:7, 3:5, 8:4, is 
conspicuously absent in 5:8; here the adjuration phrase is followed 
instead by a “real” request to the daughters of Jerusalem about what 
they should say to the lover if they find him. Song 5:8-9 involves an 
actual dialogue, with the Shulamite’s “Swear to me” picked up by the 
daughters in their response, “. . . that we must swear to you?” The verb 
of adjuration loses much of its literal meaning here, and amounts to little 
more than an urgently solemn “I entreat you, please promise me!” We 
are dealing with a well-known phenomenon in language: the semantic 
“depletion” of originally emphatic expressions, specifically when used in 
a new context. 

v? V? vparrnn ntrnN wsnirnN *im timse'u y et dodi mah tag - 

T * “ " f ||* • • 

gidu lo se. . . . Literally, “If you find my lover, what will you tell him? 
That...” The question-answer format is purposeful, serving to empha¬ 
size the message “You must tell him, tell him nothing other than . . . !” 
and is similarly used in Hosea 9:14, “Give them, O Lord—What will 
you give them? Give them an aborting womb and dry breasts!” (Pope). 
The Song may in fact attempt to recapture here the actual broken speech 
of the exasperated Shulamite. 

Notice that all four versions of the adjuration formula use the same 
particles, *im and mah. In 2:7, 3:5 and 8:4 they function as negations, 
while 5:8 uses them in their ordinary conditional and interrogative 
function. 
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5:9 TlTQ TTlTTin mah dodek mi(n)‘dod , literally “What is your 
lover from a lover?” A loose paraphrase would be something like 
“What’s so special about your lover, what makes him different from 
others?” The positioning of this question suggests that it serves at least 
in part as a rhetorical invitation for the praise song to begin, 5:10-16. 
Compare the question in 7:1. 

Though found nowhere else in the Bible, this specific question 
pattern— mah X mi(n) Y “How is this different from that?”—is a staple 
of talmudic and rabbinic usage, e.g., mah yom mi(n)-yomayim “How is 
this particular day different from others?” or mah ’eloheykem mi(n)-kol 
ha-’elohim “How is your God different from all other gods?” (Rashi 
paraphrasing Song 5:9). For use of the preposition mi(n)- in the same 
sense but with the verb sanah, see mah nistannah ha-laylah ha-zeh 
mi(n)-kol ha-leylot “How is this night different from all other nights?,” 
the well-known question in the Passover Haggadah. And see Esther 3:8 
dateyhem sonot mi(n)-kol *am “their laws are different from those of 
other nations.” 

Since the question of Song 5:9 is in the format mah X mi(n) Y? known 
from postbiblical Hebrew, this question is likely to have the “differenti¬ 
ating” meaning characteristic of that pattern rather than the compara¬ 
tive meaning commonly ascribed to it: “What/how is your lover 
better/above/more than any lover?” (KJV, RSV, NEB, Ginsburg, Gordis, 
Pope, Fox). In the latter reading, one would have expected an explicit 
predicate word (verb or adjective), as in the standard comparative struc¬ 
ture of biblical Hebrew, e.g., Song i:z tobim mi(n)-yayin “better than 
wine,” 4:10 mah yapu . . . mah tobu mi(n)-yayin “how much sweeter 
than wine,” 5:10 dagul me-rebabah “more elevated than ten thousand.” 
Since the question pattern under discussion is a syntactic hapax in the 
Bible, but a stylistic hallmark of postbiblical phraseology, its use in the 
Song is another indicator of late composition. Analyzed in this way, 
the Masoretic Text is surely not in need of an emendation because it 
makes no “grammatical sense,” as claimed by Albright (quoted in 
Pope, 530). 

nD 3 V> se-kakah hisba'tanu, literally “that you make us 
swear in this way,” more likely means simply “that you entreat us like 
that?” See note 5:8. 

5:10 OYTN 1 TTO sah ve-’adom, literally “white and red,” but covering 
a broader spectrum, such as “radiant, shining,” and “earth-colored. 
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ruddy.” Compare the idealized image of Jerusalem’s princes in Lam. 4:7, 
“more radiant than milk, their bodies more ruddy than coral” ( sahhu , 
’ ademu ). Since the image refers not only to the outward appearance of 
the lover, its broader symbolism is here suggested by a free rendition 
with “milk” and “wine,” the pair of substances epitomizing “white” 
and “red” in the Bible. Milk and wine are associated with health, youth¬ 
ful strength, earthiness, and marvelous fertility, Gen. 49:11-12, Joel 
4:18. In the Song, in addition, they evoke sweetness and intoxicating 
sensuality, in reference to both the young man and the Shulamite, 1:2; 
4:10,11; 5:1,12; 7:10. Also compare Prov. 23:31, where the red sparkle 
of the wine is considered seductively attractive. 

In the following passage the lover is presented in a mixture of images 
denoting, on the one hand, a sculptural or architectural solidity, and on 
the other, tenderness and sweetness. His statue-like image, the compar¬ 
isons with precious metals, the movement from the “head of gold” 
down to the legs (5:15), call to mind the description of the idol in Dan. 
2:31-33. The similarity extends to the very choice of terms; see note on 
me'av, 5:14. Both descriptions may owe something to the knowledge of 
Greek sculpture in Palestine (see p. 2 6). Also, the “rods of gold” and 
“marble pillars,” 5:14,15, are reminiscent of Esther 1:6, where specific 
objects of accomplished craftsmanship at the court of King Ahasuerus 
are similarly described. 

5:11 OTIS ketem paz . Two different types of gold, or poetic 
synonyms for the metal. The pairing of the two nouns means “pure 
gold,” compare 2 Chron. 9:17, interpreting 1 Kings 10:18. 

n^n'pri taltallim is a hapax. Whether meaning “fronds of a date palm” 
(Fox, based on Akkadian taltallu ), or “hill upon hill,” as in the Mishnaic 
interpretation of this verse, the word amplifies the notion of the young 
man’s thick hair implied in the word qevussoty 5:2. 

5:12 ... 'eynav ke-yonim . . . , literally “his eyes are like 

doves by streams of water, bathed in milk.” A poetic fantasy. Doves 
indeed choose regions with abundant water, and “milk” may allude to 
the color of doves, or the whites of the lover’s eyes, as has been sug¬ 
gested. But here again it is pointless to approach the images with a 
dogged literalism. Rather, the images of abundant waters and sensuous 
bathing in milk suggest lushness and a tranquil sensuality. In this under- 
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standing, the core of the image is the phrase rohasot be-hafab 
“bathed/immersed/ awash in milk,” a hyperbole of abundance similar to 
that of Job 29:6 “when my feet were bathed in butter,” with the same 
verb rahas be -. For “milk” and “streams of water” in similar symbolic 
contexts elsewhere, compare Ps. 126:4, Joel 4:18, Judg. 5:25. 

The enigmatic mille't occurs nowhere else, but the root suggests 
“plenty, fullness”; in this respect the image may be similar to that of the 
pools in 7:5. 

5:13 DVan run}?? ka-‘arugat ha-bosem “like a bed of spices.” The 
point of the simile is that the scent of the cheeks is like a bed of spices. 
There is no need to read “beds” (plural ka-‘arugot) against the 
Masoretic Text, as do the Septuagint and most modem commentators. 
On the other hand, the plural form is fully justified in 6:2, which refers 
to “actual” spice beds in the lover’s garden. 

D*ri( 7 *Wp nl^TJp migdelot merqahim, literally “towers of perfumes, 
mixed spices, or ointments.” A hyperbole for exquisite scent, bettering 
the preceding comparison—“a bed of . . . no, towers of!”—with the 
intensification expressed both in the shift from the singular to the plural 
and from the smaller to the larger. Migdalot “towers” are hyperbolic 
also for the Shulamite’s breasts, 8:10. Again, there is no justification for 
revoweling the Masoretic Text to megaddelot (agentive pi‘el) “that make 
grow,” as correctly argued by Fox. 

Spices were considered so precious that they were kept in storehouses 
along with other valuables; compare Hezekiah’s “treasuries” (*osarot) 
for silver and gold, precious stones, spices, etc. in 2 Chron. 32:27. 

U'WW sosannim. According to Ibn Ezra, the lilies are mentioned “for 
the smell, not the sight.” 

5:14 tTN^DD ant in* yadav geliley zahab me- 
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mulla’im ba-tarsts, literally “his arms are rods of gold filled [i.e., studded, 
inlaid] with tarsis a precious stone of unknown nature, mentioned also 
Exod. 28:20, Dan. 10:6, and elsewhere. Normally yad “hand” can also 
be used in a broader sense for the upper as well as the lower arm. 

Jlp T110P me'av ‘eset sen, literally “his belly a polished block of 
ivory.” Unique use of me'ayim , elsewhere in the Bible exclusively denot¬ 
ing the inner organs, bowels, intestines, womb; see Gen. 15:4, Num. 
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5:22, Ezek. 3:3, Isa. 49:1, Jonah 2:1-2 (see note 5:4 above). The use of 
me'ayim in the sense of “belly” strongly points to the word’s Aramaic 
cognate as the source for this meaning, especially since the present verse 
recalls the statue of the idol in Dan. 2:32, with “its belly [me' 6 ht\ made 
of bronze.” The Song may have resorted to this term for the purpose of 
differentiation: the Shulamite’s belly (7:2) is simply a beten , the common 
Hebrew word for this body part in humans and animals, with the 
comparison to a mound of wheat further suggesting softness. The youth’s 
hard muscular belly, on the other hand, is referred to as me'ayim , a term 
that may have been borrowed from the technical vocabulary of sculpture. 

‘ eset , a biblical hapax, but used in Mishnaic Hebrew in reference 
to a work of artistic craftsmanship, specifically a polished block or bar. 

sett “ivory,” not just stark white but also in rosy flesh tones, was 
treasured in ancient Israel as a rare and beautiful material. It was carved, 
covered with gold leaf, inlaid with semiprecious stones, and used for 
furniture, beds, and panels of palace walls, as in Amos 3:15, 6 : 4,1 Kings 
22:39, Ps. 45:9. Some of these decorative inlays have been found in an 
archaeological excavation at Samaria, the capital of the ancient northern 
kingdom of Israel. Solomon’s luxury imports included ivory, and 1 Kings 
10:18-22 singles out his “majestic ivory throne . . . overlaid with the 
finest gold.” In Midrashic folklore, that throne in addition was “studded 
with beryls, inlaid with marble, and jeweled with emeralds, and rubies, 
and pearls, and all manner of gems” (Ginzberg, vol. 4, 157). 

D'T?D me'ullepet sappirim , literally “covered with sapphires/ 

lapis lazuli,” i.e., adorned, inlaid with; see preceding note. For the root 
( lp see Gen. 38:14 va-tit‘allap (hitpa‘el) “she wrapped herself up,” and 
compare the cognate Arabic root gif “to cover, wrap, envelop.” 

5:15 tneyussadim ‘al y adney paz, literally “set 

upon foundations of gold,” i.e., the young man’s feet/lower legs upon 
which his marble legs/thighs rest. Apart from providing a suitable 
closure to this account of the body parts which began with the head of 
gold (5:11), golden feet may also have been deliberately conceived as a 
contrast to feet of a baser material, such as those of iron and clay that 
spell the doom of the idol in Dan. 2:33-34. (This does not presuppose a 
connection between the accounts in Daniel and the Song, both of which 
may well go back to similar, yet independent, earlier sources). 
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mar’ehu ka-lebanoti , literally “the sight of him is like 
Lebanon. ” A hyperbole with Lebanon as the typical symbol of majesty 
evokes not just the mountain (Judg. 3:3), but also the towering cedar 
trees, lush vegetation, wine, and sweet fragrance associated with that 
region; see Isa. 35:2, 40:16, 60:13, Hos. 14:6, Nahum 1:4. Also see 
notes 2:3, 5:10. 

0 *T* 1 N 3 "Nna bahur ka-’arazim, literally “a young man like cedars,” 
continues the preceding comparison. For the use of the plural in a 
generic sense to denote the species, compare Song 2:9, 4:15, 7:9. This 
translation understands bahur as a noun (as in Deut. 32:25, Amos 2:11, 
Eccles. 11:9), but the interpretation as a passive participle “distin¬ 
guished” is equally possible. 

5:16 0 >i?nnn hikko matrttaqqim , literally “his palate is sweet 
wine,” an allusion to his kisses (compare 7:10) or also sweet words, with 
the palate, hek , as the organ of speech (compare Prov. 8:7, Job 31:30). 
For mamtaqqim “sweet wine,” see Neh. 8:10. Here again, an image— 
“the palate as wine”—is applied to both lovers (5:16 and 7:10). 
Compare the image of the eyes as doves, 1:15, 4:1 and 5:12. 

onnnn 1^3 kullo mahmaddim , literally “his entirety is delight,” a 
generalizing statement summing up the details of the praise song, paral¬ 
leling the young man’s words to the Shulamite at the end of his praise 
song, 4:7. 

6:2 rmnb Hr'ot ba-gannim, literally “to pasture/graze in the 

gardens.” For the garden metaphor and “pasturing,” compare 2:16, 
4:16, 6:3. For “gathering lilies,” compare 5:1 “gathering myrrh and 
spices,” with the same erotic meaning. The plural gannim probably does 
not refer to gardens but to a single garden or garden area, as the so- 
called plural of local extension; compare patiim “face,” sawa’rim 
“neck,” ma'amaqqim “depth,” margelot “area close to the feet,” 
miskanot “dwelling place.” See WO, 120. 

6:4 riinrD ... HQ* yapah . . . ke-tirsah “beautiful as Tirzah.” The 

• t 1 * 1 ft ^ * • 

purpose of the comparison with a renowned metropolis is to evoke the 
Shulamite’s regal appearance and proud beauty. That the name Tirzah is 
associated via its root ( rasah ) with notions such as “pleasant,” “to 
please, favor” may have also been a factor. 
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Tirzah is yet another element in the rich allusive web that links the 
Song with the long bygone era when this ancient royal city, like Heshbon 
(7:5)1 was part of Solomon’s vast empire. Its mention alongside 
Jerusalem—indeed, on a par with the revered city that is the “joy of all 
the earth,” the “perfection of beauty” (Ps. 48:3, 50:2)—points to the 
glorious times before the breakup of that empire into a northern and 
southern kingdom in the tenth century BCE. Tirzah was the capital of 
the northern kingdom for a brief period, but by the time of the compo¬ 
sition of the Song it was hardly more than a memory of a legendary 
royal city. Like all the references to Solomon and his glorious age, the 
reference to Tirzah should not be taken as an indicator of an early date 
of composition, as is sometimes done. 

n? 3 >N ’ayummah, literally “terrifying,” “awe-inspiring.” The Shula- 
mite’s beauty is so intense, her appearance so majestic, as to strike awe 
in those who see her. This interpretation accords well with her cosmic 
attributes in 6:10. Alternatively, one may be dealing here with a seman¬ 
tic transition, such as found in many languages, from the literal sense, 
“frightful, horrible,” to “extraordinary,” “of unusual, exquisite quality”; 
compare English terrific , French terrible . 

ka-nidgalot, see 6 :to. 

6:5 m V> naan yw non hasebbi ‘eynayik mi(n)-negdi 

se-hem hirhibuni, literally “turn your eyes away from me, for they 
frighten me!” The free translation with “dazzle” is adopted here from 
the NEB. There is a gradual intensification in the way the Song speaks of 
the Shulamite’s eyes: first simply “like doves,” 1:15, 4:1, then as power¬ 
ful enough to ravish the heart of her lover, 4:9, and finally even to elicit 
his fear, 6:5. Verse 6:5 breaks away from the conventional list, in which 
the eyes are merely described, or compared, and speaks of their effect on 
the young man. This breach of the convention is especially meaningful 
in chapter 6 with its hyperboles about the Shulamite’s intimidating 
beauty. 

6:8 Q'iQW u-semonim pilagsim , literally “and eighty the 

concubines.” Sixty and eighty are conventional round figures; see 3:7. 
Their juxtaposition is here possibly intended as a variation on the biblical 
“three-and-four” formula (e.g., Amos 1:3,6,9, 2:1), with the two figures 
representing multiples of three and four. Compare Greenfield (1965), 257. 
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Though the figures are far more modest than Solomon’s “seven 
hundred royal wives” and “three hundred concubines” (i Kings 11:3), 
the very mention of queens and concubines, and the court setting in 6:9, 
suggest another bit of extrabiblical Solomonic folklore, as in 3:7-11. 

4 alamot , “maidens,” the same word as in 1:3. Simply young 
women, paralleling banot in 6 : 9, in contrast to the preceding two classes 
of women, which are associated with royalty. 

6:9 N>n nriN ’ ahat hi’ yonati, literally “one she is, my dove,” 

i.e., one of a kind, without equal. The Shulamite would stand out in any 
crowd, even among royalty. Compare the corresponding affirmation of 
the young man’s uniqueness in 5:10. 

N>n nriN * ahat hi’ le-’immah , literally “one she is to her 
mother.” A biblical idiomatic expression, involving a father or mother, 
to indicate a child’s unique belovedness or preciousness; see Gen. 22:2, 
Prov. 4:3. For the use of the cardinal numeral “one” in the sense of 
“unique, one of a kind” (yahid elsewhere), compare 2 Sam. 7:23 goy 
3 ehad “a unique nation on earth” (JPS). 

This “listing” style, with the numeral characteristically in frontal posi¬ 
tion, followed by the subject, literally “Sixty they are, the queens, and 
eighty the concubines . . . One she is, my dove,” is found in Prov. 
30:24,29 “Four are the small of the earth” and later in the counting 
games of the Passover Haggadah, where various numerals are associated 
with specific entities. 

T\ni'?V t ? N>n ma bar ah hi’ le-yoladtah, literally “clear/pure/without 
blemish she is to the one who bore her.” Secondarily, the adjective 
evokes the notions “bright,” “luminous,” “full of light”; see its use with 
the sun in 6:10. For a similar association see Ps. 19:9, where barah is 
followed by “making the eyes light up” (me’irat ' eynayim ). 

. • • nVUPN'l mia niNI ra’uha banot va-ye’asseruha . . . 
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va-yehalleluha, literally “women saw her and called her fortunate/ 
happy/blessed . . . and praised her,” compare to Gen. 30:13 ’isseruni 
banot “the daughters will call me happy.” These two “speech act” verbs 
(see WO, 403) are used specifically to introduce a quotation of praise, see 
6:10, and occur in the same order, and for the same purpose, in Prov. 
31:28. 
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These are the only two occurrences of verbs with the «/tf«/-conversive 
in the Song. This deliberately archaizing usage is in keeping with the 
lofty tone of the passage. Compare ’aser in 1 : 1 . 

6:10 nm->n mi zo’t ba-nisqapab, literally “who is that 

looking forth . . . a stylized formula; see note 3:6. 

*inip sabar “dawn” or “morning star.” Here most likely the latter, in 
parallelism with the astral bodies mentioned in the following. A beloved 
woman is compared to a star in the ancient Egyptian poem quoted on p. 
15: “Behold her, like Sothis rising.” Sothis is the star Sirius (Fox, pp. 52, 
56). 

ka-nidgalot “like the nidgalot .” Though nidgalot itself remains 
obscure, the word’s morphology and its root (dgl) offer a clue. A passive 
participle (of the nip‘al), the word has its closest formal parallel in the 
passive participle (qal) dagul in 5:10, “prominent, conspicuous, 
outstanding” (“towering above” in our free translation). Since it has the 
definite article, nidgalot is a nominalized plural adjective, literally “those 
who are prominent, conspicuous.” 

Examining the word in its context yields a further insight. Whenever 
“sun” and “moon” in the Bible are followed by a third term, that term is 
typically “stars,” “the hosts of the heavens,” or the like; see Gen. 37:9; 
Deut. 4:19,17:3; 2. Kings 2.3:5; Jer. 8:2, 31:34; Ps. 148:3. Hence the word 
is best understood as an epithet for stars, or for a specific group of stars. 
This fits well with the two preceding words for the moon and the sun, 
which are epithets, lebanab “the white one” and bammah “the hot one.” 
Analyzed in this way, the verse reveals a recognizable organizing princi¬ 
ple: day-night-day-night (parallelism) or star-moon-sun-stars (chiasmus). 

No similar argument based on contextual plausibility could be made 
in 6:4 for nidgalot as an epithet, say, for a group of cities distinguished 
by their elevated locations, as a parallel to Tirzah and Jerusalem. 
Observing that 6:4 lacks a fourth member, Goitein (1965) suggested 
that the phrase ka-nidgalot is integral only to 6:10, and secondary in 
6:4. Though his approach differs from the one presented here, Goitein 
arrived at a similar conclusion concerning the meaning of nidgalot , 
proposing that this was a term of popular astronomy for especially bril¬ 
liant stars of the first order of magnitude, for which the less technical 
term was kokebey 'or “stars of light,” Ps. 148:3. The expression “daunt¬ 
ing as the stars” reflects the awe the ancient Hebrews felt for these heav- 
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enly bodies, see Job 9:9, 38:31-33, Amos 5:8. The astral references in 
Song 6:10 must be understood as hyperboles of adulation, like the image 
of the Shulamite “rising” from the desert, 3:6. The free translation 
offered here (“the stars in their courses”) borrows from Judg. 5:20. 

Much of the fame of this enigmatic phrase, which occurs in the Bible 
only here and in 6:4, rests on fanciful translations of the type “like 
ranked phalanxes,” “like bannered hosts,” or “as an army with 
banners” (compare Septuagint, Ibn Ezra, KJV, RSV). But these readings 
cannot be upheld. Though they have the same root as degel “banner,” 
the words nidgalot and dagul attest to the fact that by the time of the 
Song this root had developed new metaphorical meanings no longer 
associable with the literal “banner.” See discussion in note 2:4. 

6:11 At least some of the interpretive difficulties of 6:11-12 dissolve if 
the young man is understood as the speaker of both verses, rather than 
the Shulamite, as has generally been assumed (KJV, RSV, Pope, Fox, 
Murphy, and others). Although there is no grammatical way to tell the 
gender of the speaker in 6:11, the garden and fruit symbolism offers an 
important clue. Throughout the Song the garden is a symbol of the 
Shulamite and her sexuality: she is the “locked garden” (4:12), inacces¬ 
sible to anyone but her lover; he alone is invited to the garden (4:16), 
and he alone enters it (5:1). He describes her as a “garden spring” (4:15) 
and addresses her as “the one who dwells in the gardens” (8:13). Only 
she is associated with both vines and pomegranates in erotic contexts 
(1:6, 4:13, 7:9,13, 8:2); the only fruit associated with him is the apricot. 
For all these reasons, it makes better sense to see the young man as the 
one “going down” to the garden in 6:11. This verse parallels 6:2, where 
the lover “has gone down to his garden.” 

The preceding argumentation is supported by a more general consid¬ 
eration. In the customary expression for sexual intercourse in the Bible, 
the male is the agent: “he came to her,” never “she came to him.” 
Correspondingly, in the Song it is always the man who comes to visit the 
woman, not the other way around: compare the two visits to the 
Shulamite, 2:8-14, 5:2-6, and the visits to the garden, 5:1, 6:2. 
Similarly, in the two parting scenes, 2:17 and 8:14, her request that he 
“run away” presupposes that he has come to visit her. 

T1JN ginnat ’egoz , literally “nut garden.” For ginnab “garden” see 

Esther 1:5; 7:7,8. A biblical hapax, ’egoz is the common term in post- 


192 


THE SONG OF SONGS 



biblical Hebrew for nuts, specifically walnuts (its close phonetic 
cognates suggest an old shared Mediterranean word; compare Arabic 
jawz; Ethiopic, Syriac, Persian gawz; Aramaic goza , ’egoza; Armenian 
engoiz). Here likely used as a collective noun for the trees rather than the 
fruit, paralleling the vine and the pomegranates in the following. 
Compare 2:3, tappuah. 

^nan ' 3 N ’ibbey ha-nahal . Based on Job 8:12 be-*ibbo “in its prime,” 
the phrase is usually taken to refer to fresh young vegetation. Nahal 
“valley, wadi,” but also commonly “stream, torrent, brook,” which 
would fit the water imagery associated with the Shulamite, 4:12,15. 

6:12 Generally conceded to be the most difficult verse in the Song, 
6:12 has received the widest range of interpretations imaginable and 
countless suggested emendations, and has at times been omitted as 
untranslatable (Segal, Falk). See Pope, 548ff. for an overview. The trans¬ 
lation proposed here is based on the Masoretic Text, with a single 
crucial emendation at the end of the verse. 

'^03 T* bf? lo 3 yada'ti rtapsi, literally “I did not know myself.” A 
fixed idiom denoting the unexpectedness of the event described in the 
next clause, approximately meaning: “Before I knew myself [such and 
such happened].” For the connection between “not knowing” and the 
perception of suddenness, see also uses such as Isa. 47:11 “ruin shall 
come to you suddenly, and you will not know,” Jer. 50:24 “I set a snare 
for you, and you were trapped unawares,” literally “and you did not 
know” (Ginsburg). 

But lo 3 yada'ti rtapsi may be understood in a different way, namely as 
an expression of deep emotional agitation. Just as in the corresponding 
English phrase “I was beside myself with . . . the Hebrew expression 
marks only the intensity, not the nature, of the emotion; the latter is 

revealed by the context. (In Modern Hebrew literature, lo’ yada'ti nap si 

% 

can indeed be followed by phrases such as “with grief/despair” as well 
as “with joy/delight.” Compare also “my innards stirred for him,” 
discussed in note 5:4.) In the one other occurrence of lo* yada f ti nap si in 
the Bible, Job 9:21 “Ido not know myself, I loathe my life,” the context 
is one of despair. In 6:12, on the other hand, the context is clearly one of 
great joy, excitement, or amazement. 

In either interpretation, nepes “self,” literally “soul,” functions as an 
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integral component of the idiom (marking reflexivity, as it does occa¬ 
sionally also in other contexts, e.g., Isa. 44:10, Prov. 11:5). Hence nepes 
is not the subject of the following verb, as implied in translations of the 
type “my soul/fancy/desire has made/set/hurled me” (KJV and others). 

anppy ni331D samatni markebot ‘ammi-nadib , literally 

“she put/placed me in the chariots of ' ammi-nadib .” We understand this 
as the young man’s metaphorical description of his erotic encounter with 
the Shulamite. 

A key to the enigma of ‘ammi-nadib may be found in a poetic expres¬ 
sion that occurs in some of the most ancient texts in the Bible, “the 
nobles of the people.” It manifests itself in this form, or with minor vari¬ 
ations, in Num. 21:18 nedibey ha-*am, Ps. 47:10 nedibey *ammim (with 
“people” in the plural), and Judg. 5:2,9, be-hitnaddeb ‘am, ha- 
mitnaddebim ba-‘am , referring to those who “behaved nobly among the 
people” (two forms of the root ndb followed by ‘am “people”). But 
most illuminating to the language and imagery of Song 6:12 are two 
parallel texts, Ps. 113:7~8, “He raises the poor from the dust, lifts up the 
needy from the ash heap, to seat them with nobles, with the nobles of 
His people” (le-hosibi *im nedibim, *im nedibey ‘ammo), and 1 Sam. 
2:8, with identical wording but a modified ending, “He raises the poor 
. . . , lifts up the needy . . . , to seat them with nobles [‘im nedibim ], 
granting them a seat of honor.” 

The expression “the nobles of the people” contains the same two 
components that make up 4 ammi-nadib, though in reverse order. Hence, 
an emendation restoring the order would yield nedib *ammi, literally 
“the nobleman of my people,” or in a superlative sense “the most noble 
of my people.” Such an emendation would not be unique in the Bible. As 
Gordis (1933) has shown, the enigmatic Deut. 33:21 spwn i/yr’defies all 
interpretation, until the order is reversed to vyt'spwn (a single word), 
which reads va-yit’assepun “and they gathered.” This emendation, too, 
is supported by the context: thus restored, Deut. 33:21 reveals itself as 
semantically identical with Deut. 33:5 be-hit’assep “when (they) gath¬ 
ered.” Two other cases of erroneous inversions are Jer. 17:3 and Ezek. 
24:17 (Zakovitch, 117). The fact that ‘m stands orthographically for 
both “with” and "people” may have contributed to the error in Song 
6:12. And so probably did the clause-final position of nadib “noble¬ 
man” in 7:2. 

To “seat with the nobles” means, in a physical sense, to raise from the 
ground, to elevate someone to a higher location. But the image must also 
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be understood in terms of its symbolism: to grace an individual by the 
gesture of letting him sit among the powerful. In Song 6:12 both associ¬ 
ations come together: to be placed “in the chariot of the most noble of 
my people” evokes the notion of an “elevation,” a grace granted by the 
Shulamite to her lover, in this case serving as a metaphor for the erotic 
act. The metaphor of the chariot performs a double role here: (i) a royal 
chariot is a place of great honor, as in the case of Joseph the viceroy, 
Gen. 41:43, and compare the expression in Isa. 22:18, “the chariots of 
your pride.” Similarly, letting someone ride a horse, Esther 6:9,11, 1 
Kings 1:33-38, or ride “the high places of the earth,” Deut. 32:13, Isa. 
58:14, Hab. 3:19. (2) In addition, in the context of Song 6:12, the “char¬ 
iot” has a sexual connotation, evoking an image of riding, as in “my 
mare,” 1:9. The Song in 6:12 thus uses for an erotic purpose a specific 
topos that is used elsewhere in the Bible in a nonerotic sense. 

In this analysis, there is a thematic connection between two sets of 
verses: the anticipation of the erotic encounter in 4:16 “let my lover 
come into his garden” is followed by the fulfillment in 5:1 “I have come 
into my garden.” Similarly, the anticipation of 6:11 “I went down to the 
walnut grove to see if . . .” is followed by the fulfillment in 6:12 “she 
sat me. . . .” 

Finally, a few grammatical clarifications: 

The plural “chariots” is the so-called plural of local extension; 
compare note 6:2 on gantiim . 

For the superlative sense of nedib ‘ammi “the most noble of my 
people” (instead of the literal “the nobleman of my people”), compare 
to similar semikut-constructions listed in note 3:7, under mi(n)-gibborey 
yisra’el. Taken in the superlative sense, the “chariot of the most noble of 
my people” implies something like “the most wonderful, most noble of 
chariots.” The association of the Shulamite with nobility is all the more 
meaningful in the context of her epithet in 7:2. 

The use of satn “to place something” without a preposition “in/on/at” 
is common in Hebrew: Gen. 28:11, Exod. 40:29, 1 Sam. 19:13. (The 
same applies to other verbs, as in Gen. 18:1 “to sit at” and elsewhere.) 

7:1 Apart from the widespread assumption, accepted here, that verse 
7:1 begins a scene involving a dance by the Shulamite, there is no consen¬ 
sus as to the identity of the other participants, the speakers involved in the 
verbal exchange, the physical setting, or indeed the meaning of the verse. 
The following is only one of several possible interpretations: two groups 
facing each other, possibly of the daughters of Jerusalem, are engaged in 
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a dance (meholat ha-mahanayim, see pp. 199-200), with the Shulamite, 
the object of everybody’s attention, dancing between them. One group 
urges her on enthusiastically, while the other responds with a rhetorical 
question (“Why do you gaze at the Shulamite?”). This “elicits” the 
young man’s praise of her in the next verse, just as the daughters* ques¬ 
tion in 5:9 “How is your lover different from any other?” elicits the 
Shulamite’s praise of him in 5:10-16. 

Xl’I^Wn > 3 ^ subi subi ha-sulammit. The wide variety of inter¬ 
pretations offered for the imperative subi attest to the inherent difficulty 
of this usage. The translation offered here assumes that the verb sub is 
not used in its primary meaning, as reflected in translations of the type 
“Return, return, O Shulamite!” (KJV, RSV, JPS, Fox, and others), but in 
the special sense of “do again, do once more,” or “go on doing!” When 
used with this meaning, the verb sub typically modifies another verb, as 
in Gen. 30:31 *asubah *er‘eh so’nka “I will again pasture your flock,” 
literally “I will do again, I will pasture . . .”; Zech. 6:1 va-'asub va- 
9 e's'sa * ‘eynay “and once again I lifted my eyes,” literally “and I did again, 
I lifted . . Jer. 18:4 ve-sab va-ya‘a'sehu “[and the vessel he was 
making of clay was spoiled] and he reworked it [into another vessel],” 
literally “did again and made it into . . .” (also Jer. 36:28). Verbs other 
than sub are also used similarly, e.g., yasap : Gen. 25:1 va-yosep va- 
yiqqah ’issah “and took another wife,” literally “did again, took a 
wife”; Job 20:9 *ayin sezapattu ve-lo* tosip “the eye glimpses him only 
once,” literally “glimpses, and does not do again.” (For more examples 
of this usage see WO, 656.) 

Now, in situations where the activity referred to is evident from the 
context (the “scene”), a modifying verb of this class may be used with¬ 
out an accompanying content verb. Compare 1 Kings 18:33-34, where 
Elijah the prophet instructs his Baal-worshiping colleagues: “And he 
said, ‘Fill four buckets with water, and pour it on the burnt offering, and 
on the wood.’ And then he said [ senu, va-yisnu . . . sallesu, va- 
yesallesu\ ‘Do a second time’; and they did a second time. And he said 
‘Do a third time’; and they did a third time.” In a context like this, there 
is no doubt as to the activity referred to by the verbs. Similarly, the spec¬ 
tators’ urgently repeated subi, subi addressed to the dancing Shulamite 
can only be understood as a request such as “Go on, dance some more!” 
or simply “Encore, encore!” In both instances, the concrete situation 
obviates the need to spell out the request: it clearly refers to the activity 
being performed right there on the scene. 
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The same address pattern, ABAC, with a quadruple imperative and a 
strong dynamic rhythm, occurs in Judg. 5:12, where, similarly, it serves 
to “cheer on” the person addressed: ( uri, ‘uri, deborah, 'uri, ‘uri, dabberi 
sir, literally “Awake, awake, Deborah, awake, awake, utter a song!” 
Here too, as in Song 7:1, the verb must not be understood in its primary 
literal meaning but as a call to action: “Come on, Deborah! Sing!” 
Compare note 2:10 on qumi. 

Interpretations of subi along the line of “Turn!” (Gordis, Murphy), 
“Leap!” (Pope), “Halt!” (Ehrlich), “Twist, whirl!” (Budde) are unten¬ 
able, either requiring emendations, such as to sobbi to achieve “turn,”or 
to sebi to achieve a cognate of Arabic wtb “to leap,” or ascribing mean¬ 
ings to the Hebrew verb that it does not have. 

The difficulty for commentators taking the imperative sub to mean 
“Return!” is that they must explain why the Shulamite is being asked to 
come back, and from where. Despite differences in detail, the various 
explanations provided to account for her alleged departure (e.g., 
Ginsburg), or intention to leave (Hakham), are narrative “fillers” that 
have no basis in the text. 

ha-sulammit “the Shulamite.” Of uncertain meaning. Found 
in the Bible only in this verse, this word has been variously explained as 
(1) “the Shunammite,” i.e., from the village Shunem in the Jezreel plain, 
Josh. 19:18; 2 Kings 4:8,12; and compare 1 Kings 1:3,15 (Septuagint, 
Budde, and others); (2) “the peaceable one,” or “complete, perfect one,” 
on the basis of different formations of the root slm (Fox); (3) a formal 
blend of the name of the Mesopotamian war goddess Shulmanltu 
(Ishtar) and “Shunammite” (Albright); (4) a feminine name correspond¬ 
ing to the name Solomon (Rowley, Goodspeed). For surveys of the argu¬ 
ments, see Fox, 157; Pope, 596-600; Murphy, 181. 

Despite their substantial differences, these four views agree that the 
word is derived from some base form by means of the ending -if-it 
(masc./fem.), but disagree as to the identity of that base form. Now, one 
of the most common uses of -if-it in the Semitic languages is to form 
adjectives from the names of places, tribes, cities, peoples, nations, etc., 
the so-called wsbe-formations, or “gentilics” (English words borrowed 
from Arabic and Hebrew ending on like “Iraqi,” “Israeli,” and 
“Saudi” are of this origin). Such a formation indeed underlies “the 
Shunammite,” though this is not likely to be the epithet intended in the 
Song. Apart from the formal discrepancy between “Shulamite” and 
“Shunammite,” the association of the heroine of the Song with Shunem 
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has little to recommend it. The Shulamite lives in “the city,” as Jerusalem 
is called, a walled metropolis with streets and squares (3:2-3, 5:7), not 
in a distant village, as Fox has rightly observed. 

This reasoning points in the direction of another view, one not 
discussed above. Medieval Jewish exegetes like Ibn Ezra understood the 
word as an epithet “the Jerusalemite [fern.]” derived from salem, a 
poetic term for Jerusalem, and one of the city’s ancient names. See Ps. 
76:3, where salem is in parallelism with Zion—“His tent is in Salem, His 
dwelling in Zion”—and probably also Gen. 14:18. (In both instances 
salem is rendered “Salem,” which became the name of a Puritan settle¬ 
ment in the United States). In this derivation, the sulammit retains the 
root of salem (slm), but adopts the vocalic sequence u - a contained in 
the fuller name yerusalayim “Jerusalem” (the u is long in both sulammit 
and yerusalayim, as reflected in the consonantal spellings with waw ; that 
is, swlmyt and yrwslm ). Such condensed morphology is not atypical in 
the formation of gentilics. For example, in Num. 26:39 ba-supami “the 
Shuphamite,” a clan name, derives from sepupam . Here, too, the char¬ 
acteristic vowel sequence is maintained (it happens also to be u - a) 
despite the change in the consonantal makeup, sppm spm. 

In this interpretation, the woman in Song 7:1 is addressed by her 
epithet, “the Jerusalemite [fern.].” It is not uncommon in the Semitic 
languages for a person to be known not just by his or her name, but also 
by some gentilic term (of the type “Laban the Aramean”). Such a term 
may in fact become the major component of the form of address, as in 
the case of Mary Magdalene, who in Luke 8:2 is introduced as “Mary, 
called Magdalene” (from the town of Magdala; see Matt. 15:39). 

This is not to rule out that sulammit, via its root slm, may also allude 
to notions of peace, see Song 8:10 (salom), or perfection, or to the name 
of Solomon (selomob), as assumed in views (2) and (4). Indeed this 
specific local epithet may have been chosen by the poet precisely for its 
echoes of salom and selomob. 

The article ha- of ba-sulammit fulfills the role of a vocative, hence 
literally “O Jerusalemite,” or “O woman from Jerusalem,” or the like. 
Compare 2 Sam. 14:4 bosi ( ah ba-melek “help, O king!” and 2 Kings 
6:26. It is only in Modern Hebrew that the word came to be a proper 
noun, Shulamit, in which status it no longer takes the article. 

TJSrnTH 31 ve-nebezeb bak, literally “and we will watch you,” with bazab 
perhaps implying specifically watching a scene, or even a “perfor¬ 
mance,” to use a modem term. This may explain the choice of hazab 


198 


THE SONG OF SONGS 



here over the more common ra’ah in 3:11, 6:11 (in all three instances 
with b - introducing the object). Though both are verbs of seeing, hazah 
has a more specialized sense than ra’ah , as in mahazehfhizzayonfhazut/ 
hazon “vision, theophany”; see Gen. 15:1, 2 Sam. 7:17, Isa. 21:2. (In 
Modern Hebrew, hazah underlies mahazeh “theatrical performance,” 
and its use in Song 7:1 may well have contributed to this noun’s “secu¬ 
larization.”) 

nnrrnn mah tehezu, “Why do you [pi.] watch?” The plural may 
address the other group in this antiphonic exchange; alternatively, it may 
be the general, encompassing plural addressing “everybody,” as in 2:5. 

Though more typical in other interrogative functions, mah can be 
used in the sense of “why?” as in Exod. 14:15 mah tis'aq ’elay “Why are 
you crying out to me?”; 2 Kings 7:3 mah ’anahnu yosebim “Why should 
we stay?”; 2 Kings 6 :33 mah *ohil “Why should I wait?” 

rib'njp? ki-meholat ha-mahanayim , literally “as the dance of 
the two camps.” Outside of Song 7:1, mahanayim occurs only as the 
name of a specific location, in Gen. 32:3, 2 Sam. 2:8, and elsewhere. But an 
association of the dance with that place, say, a dance “a la Mahanayim,” is 
out of the question because of the definite article (contra Murphy, 181). 
Rather, the dual form mahanayim suggests a specific dance, such as one 
performed by two groups, or circles, or rows of dancers, as has been 
assumed by many commentators. The phrase itelf may well be a technical 
term for any dance characterized by two such formations. 

Some translations assume the “camps” to be military, as in the RSV “a 
dance before two armies,” and similarly KJV and Septuagint. But while 
a mahaneh is often a military camp, it can also be simply a dwelling 
place of a tribe temporarily “settling down,” or any group of people in 
a place at a given time, not necessarily soldiers; see Gen. 33:8, 50:9; 
Exod. 14:19,20; Lev. 17:3. Indeed, the “armies” of the Septuagint and 
the KJV have as little cause to appear in 7:1 as in 6 :4 and 6:10. 

Meholah is a variant of mahol “dance.” Similar doublets in nonani- 

• m 

mate nouns are magor/megorah “terror,” heleq/helqah, “portion, allot¬ 
ted territory,” hagorfhagorah “loin covering, belt,” gilfgilah “joy,” gan! 
gannah (also ginnah, 6:11) “garden,” ya'ar/ya'rah “honeycomb” (in 5:1 
and 1 Sam. 14:27, respectively). These are far more common than is 
generally realized. For more examples, see WO, 106. 

The interpretation adopted here is based on a widely accepted variant 
riding of Symmachus and various manuscripts, reflecting bi-meholat 
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ha-mahanayim u in the dance of the two camps.” Attempts to make 
sense of the Masoretic Text’s ki-meholat have yielded renditions such as 
“Why do you gaze upon the Shulamite as upon the dance of the two 
camps?” (Murphy), and “Why would you gaze ... as if she were a 
camp-dancer?” (Fox). The second view requires either the acceptance of 
an exceptional “abbreviated form” meholat for the required meholelet 
(Hakham), or emendation of both the consonantal text and the vocaliza¬ 
tion, ki-meholat ha-mahanayim -► ki-meholelet ha-mahanim. However, 
neither of these alternative interpretations can be entirely ruled out. 

7:2 The dynamism of the scene, with the Shulamite described while she 
is dancing, as well as the order of the details, from feet to head, contrast 
with the order in the preceding three praise songs (4:1-5, 5:11-15, 6:5-7). 

}£ 3 *J"nD mah yapu pe*amayik. Commonly rendered “how grace¬ 
ful are your feet,” KJV, RSV, NEB, JPS, Pope, Fox, Murphy, and others. 
But the plural oipa'am refers less typically to the feet as such (Ps. 58:11) 
than to their activity, as in the Septuagint and Vulgate, “your steps.” The 
words mah yapu —literally “how beautiful!”—cover a range far beyond 
that of mere physical appearance, for instance, in 4:10, where they apply to 
the Shulamite’s lovemaking. Moreover, the plural of pa*am , as well as of 
regel “foot,” may pertain not just to the visual, but also the acoustic effect: 
Judg. 5:28 rnaddua* ’eheru pa*amey markebotav “Why tarries the clatter 
of his chariots?” and Isa. 52:7 mah na'vu *al he-harim ragley mebasser 
“How welcome on the mountain are the footsteps of the herald!” (JPS). 
Here in 7:2 the reference is to the graceful tapping sound of sandaled feet. 

hammuqey yerekayik, approximately “the turns/curves/ 
rounds of your thighs.” The root hmq (see 5:6) evokes notions of slip¬ 
pery smoothness. 

JEN HtpPD D*N^n 103 kemo hala’im ma*asey yedey y omman , 
literally “like ornaments, the work of a craftsman’s hands.” The hala’im 
are ornaments of unknown identity. The singular hali parallels nezem 
“[ornamental] ring” in Prov. 25:12 and Hosea 2:15. For *asah “to make, 
work” (here the noun ma*aseh) specifically in relation to artistic crafts¬ 
manship, see 1:11, 3:9,10. 

7 : 3 iripn TTlIp sorerek J aggan ba-sahar, F'erally “your navel is 
the bowl/basin/cup of the moon.” Most commentat ts take the moon 
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here as a metaphor for an idealized roundness, i.e., “Your navel is a 
rounded [i.e., moonlike] bowl” (RSV). Alternatively, the phrase “cup of 
the moon” may be understood in a possessive sense, as reflected in the 
present translation. The nature of the vessel called * aggan is uncertain. In 
Isa. 22:24, y aggan is named along with other small vessels, indicating 
a cup or a bowl (rather than “basin,” as elsewhere); the mention of wine 
in the following phrase also suggests a drinking vessel. In Akkadian 
agannu is a bowl. 

The interpretation oisabar, a biblical hapax, as “moon” is supported 
by the cognates, Syriac sahrd “the moon” and Arabic sahr “month.” 
The spelling with s (another indicator of lateness) replaces the earlier 
spelling with s underlying Isa. 3:18 saharonim “crescents.” See the 
discussion in note 2:5 of sammekuni . The reference in Song 7:3 is most 
likely to the full moon, not a crescent or three-quarter moon, but see 
discussion in Pope, 618. 

There is no compelling reason to support the assumption (Pope, 
Murphy) that the word sorerek is used here as a euphemism for the 
vulva. The related meaning “umbilical cord” occurs in Ezek. 16:4 and 
Prov. 3:8. And see the Arabic cognate surr, surrah “umbilical cord, 
navel.” See pp. 41, 127. 

3 T 13 H "lPrP'^N *al yehsar ha-mazeg, literally “may it never lack mixed 
wine.” Wine was mixed with water and with other wines or spices; the 
Midrash relates the custom of mixing strong and weak wines so as to 
increase their intoxicating effect (Pope). For the underlying spirit of this 
verse, see Eccles. 9:8 ve-semen ‘al ro’seka ’al yehsar “and may you never 
lack oil to anoint your head,” quoted in its context on p. 12. 

The root mzg is a biblical hapax, but see Aramaic mezag “to mix 
wine,” mizgd “mixed wine, mixture,” Arabic mizaj “mixture of liquids.” 
The related Hebrew root is msk “to mix, pour,” as in Ps. 75:9 mesek 
“wine mixed with spices [?],” similarly Prov. 23:30 and Isa. 65:11 
mimsak . 

D'Un nD"iP 1J3U3 bitnek ‘aremat hittim “your belly is a mound of 
wheat.” Insofar as ‘ aremah applies to threshed and winnowed wheat 
(compare Ruth 3:2 and 3:7), the image suggests the softness of her belly, 
in contrast to the young man’s belly which is literally “a polished block 
of ivory,” see 5:14. 

7W ^mpare 4:5. 
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7 : 5 1WJ ^TJQ 3 T1«W sawa’rek ke-migdal ha-sen “your neck is like 
a tower of ivory.” The comparison with a tower suggests a long neck, a 
quality praised in a woman also in Egyptian love poetry (Fox); compare 
4:4. For a discussion of ivory as a precious material in the Bible, see note 
5:14. The image suggests a tall, proudly erect Shulamite, who carries her 
head high. The reference to Mount Carmel (7:6) serves the same 
purpose. Compare also 7:8. 

]l3V?na niDia *eynayik berekot be-hesbon “your eyes are pools 

in Heshbon.” Heshbon figures prominently in the early history of Israel 
as the thriving capital of a once-powerful neighboring state (Num. 
21:25-34). In the days of King Solomon, the city was part of the Israelite 
empire, together with Mahanayim, Gilead, and the “land of Sihon” 
between the Arnon and Jabbok rivers (May et al., 64). Heshbon was 
famous for its great fertility and rich vineyards; see Isa. 16:8-9. It was 
well supplied with water, and remains of a huge reservoir of excellent 
masonry have recently been excavated on the site (Pope). As an illustri¬ 
ous city of a glorious bygone era, Heshbon fulfills a role in the Song like 
that of Tirzah, evoking the Shulamite’s great beauty and regal appear¬ 
ance; see note 6:4. 

The association of eyes with abundant waters suggests a tranquil and 
lush sensuality; compare 5:12. It may furthermore have a basis in the 
fact that 'ayin means both “eye” and “spring, water source.” 

D*3Vn3 '<*1 sa'ar bat rabbim “at the gate of bat rabbim .” The 

enigmatic bat rabbim is understood here as a personifying epithet of the 
city of Heshbon. 

The word bat “daughter” figures prominently in poetic epithets that 
personify cities and nations, as in Isa. 62:11 “Say to the Daughter of 
Zion: Behold, your salvation comes,” where “Daughter of Zion” (bat 
siyyon) symbolizes the nation of Israel. In Zech. 9:9, Micah 4:8, and Isa. 
37:22, “Daughter of Zion,” in poetic parallelism with its synonym 
“Daughter of Jerusalem” (bat yerusalayim), stands for the city of 
Jerusalem and, by extension, the people of Israel. In Jer. 8:20-23,14:17* 
the epithet “Daughter of my people” (bat ( ammi) is used with the 
same meaning. In Isa. 47:1, “Daughter of Babylon” (bat babel) and 
“Daughter of the Chaldeans” (bat kasdim) personify the Babylonian 
empire; compare Ps. 137:8. The place called gallim (1 Sam. 25:44) is 
personified in the poetic address of the proph t, Isa. 10:30, “Cry out 
aloud, O Daughter of Gallim” (bat gallim). 
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In this reading, the phrase bat rabbim is taken to be in apposition with 
the name Heshbon, “in Heshbon, at the gate of bat rabbim” For a similar 
apposition of name and epithet see Isa 10:32 (where the order is reversed): 
“He will shake his hand at the mount of the Daughter of Zion, the hill of 
Jerusalem.” The plural rabbim functions here as a noun, meaning “impor¬ 
tant people,” “the great and mighty,” “the nobles.” See Jer. 39:13 rabbey 
melek babel “the officials of the king of Babylon” (similarly Jer. 41:1); Isa. 
53:12 ’ ahalleq lo ba-rabbim ve-’et ‘ asumim yeballeq salal “I will divide 
him a portion among the great, and he will share the spoil with the strong.” 
For the corresponding singulars in the same meaning, see rab in Esther 1:8 
‘al kol rab beryto “to every official of his household,” and rabbah in Lam. 
1:1 rabbati ba-goyim “the mighty one [fern.] among the nations.” 

Heshbon as a “daughter of nobles” would fit well with the dignified 
status which that legendary city held in national memory. Moreover, this 
epithet would be especially meaningful in view of the association the 
Song makes between Heshbon and the Shulamite, who is herself given 
the epithet “nobleman’s daughter” (7:2). Since the epithet bat rabbim 
occurs only here in the Bible, it may be the poet’s own creation, perhaps 
on the analogy of the many other city epithets where bat means “daugh¬ 
ter of.” For another likely poetic invention (Hill of Plenty) involving a 
place name in the Song, see 8:11. 

f appek “your nose.” The comparison to a tower probably refers to 
the elegant straightness of the nose. The same idealization may have 
been a factor also in the reference to towers in the two descriptions of 
the neck, 4:4, 7:5. “Tower of Lebanon” may be a designation of the 
mountain itself, or of one of its peaks, or of an actual tower. 

7:6 ka-karmel “like Mount Carmel.” This mountain with its 
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densely wooded summit is a common symbol of lush vegetation and 
majestic beauty in the Bible; see Jer. 50:19, Amos 1:2, Nahum 1:4, Isa. 
33:9 and 35:2 (where it is mentioned together with the Sharon plain and 
Lebanon; see note 2:1). 

ivptfn n*ni ve-dallat ro’sek. Occurring elsewhere only in Isa. 38:12, in 
relation to threads, or thrums, hanging down in a weaver’s loom, dallah in 
7:6 is usually understood as referring to the Shulamite’s long wavy hair. 

’argamart “purple,” as well as “purple thread and cloth” (see 
3:10) A/<a ry dark hair has a sheen that may resemble blue-black or 
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purple. The term “purple” is applied to hair in Anacreon and Lucian. 
The dye was derived from the murex shellfish and varied in color, 
including blue-black (Pope). 

Fox observes here a two-directional (“Janus”) pun: “Carmel” is the 
name of a mountain, and as such points back to Mount Lebanon in 7:5; 
at the same time it is phonetically close to the word karmil “crimson 
cloth,” which evokes the following 'argaman “purple cloth.” Karmil 
occurs three times in the Bible (2 Chron. 2:6,13, 3 :I 4)> always alongside 
1 argaman (or its variant ’argevan ), which supports the close association 
of these two words. 

O’Wna HDN melek ’asur ba-rehatim “a king is bound/held 
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captive/trapped in the rehatim .” The enigmatic rehatim is generally 
viewed as a metaphor for hair. He is her “king” (1:4), and is “held 
captive” by her long hair. For images of entrapment in Egyptian love 
poetry, see Fox, 160. 

In Gen. 30:38,41 and Exod. 2:16, rehatim are “water troughs, 
conduits”; compare the Aramaic rahta “watercourse, stream.” The basic 
meaning seems to be something like “runners” (see also “rafter” 1:17), 
hence the possible metaphoric extension to long streaming hair. But this 
interpretation is highly uncertain. 

7:7 0 > 3 «^ria nanK nn^rnp* rPflJTID mah yapit u-mah na'amt 
*ahabah ba-ta‘atiugim, literally “How splendid and how sweet you are, 
O Love, among [all] the delights! ” This is another example of a type of 
statement frequent in the Song: “X is unique, better than all other spec¬ 
imens of its kind”; see 2:2-3, 4 :IO > 5:9-10, 6:8-9. The preposition b- in 
the sense of “among” marks the domain in which the statement applies; 
compare 1:8 ha-yapah ba-nasim , literally “the [most] beautiful among 
women,” 2:3 ke-tappuah ba- f asey ha-ya ( ar , literally “like an apricot tree 
among the trees of the wood.” 

Having singled out for praise each of the Shulamite’s body parts, the 
young man concludes this section with an enthusiastic paean addressed 
to Love itself. The shift from the specific and detailed (7:2-6) to the 
abstract and general (7:7) has its parallels in the two earlier praise songs, 
which likewise end with generalizing statements in 4:7 and 5:16. For the 
personification of another abstract concept, see Prov. 7:4 “Say to 
Wisdom, ‘You are my sister,’ and call Understanding your friend,” Prov. 
8:1 “Does not Wisdom call, does not Understanding raise her voice?” or 
Prov. 9:1 “Wisdom has built her house, has hewn her seven pillars.” 
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Some commentators propose an alternative translation, “How beauti¬ 
ful you are, how pleasant, O love, delightful girl!” emending ba- 
ta'anugim to bat ta'anugim , “daughter of delights,” and postulating 
’ahabah “love” as a vocative addressed to the Shulamite. But an emen¬ 
dation is not necessary here. Nor is it at all likely that ’ahabah “love” 
was ever used in biblical Hebrew to address a beloved person as it is in 
contemporary English, for example, in “Kiss me, love.” 

7:8 innb nnn*T ^jrinlp ntfr zo’t qomatek dametah le-tamar, liter¬ 
ally “this stature/height of yours was like/resembled a palm tree.” The 
interpretive translation offered here for this verse is based on the convic¬ 
tion that the perfect form of the verb denotes a past tense, as it typically 
does in the Song (see note 5:1), not the present, as in most translations: 
“is like/resembles.” If the present were intended, one would have 
expected a participle, the form most consistently used for this tense in 
the Song. Indeed, the participle of damah is used in 2:9, domeh dodi 
“my lover resembles.” With the past tense the young man may be refer¬ 
ring to an earlier point in time: when he saw the Shulamite—at a partic¬ 
ular moment in the past—she seemed to him like a date palm bearing 
delectable fruit. This erotic fantasy about the Shulamite calls to mind the 
one about the mare in 1:9. 

As Fox notes, the image of the palm tree suggests her initial inac¬ 
cessibility. In this sense it resembles an image in Sappho: “Like the 
sweet-apple ripening to red on the topmost branch, /on the very tip of 
the topmost branch, and the apple-pickers have overlooked it— / no, 
they haven’t overlooked it but they could not reach it” (Winkler, 
183). 

nlbsipN ’askolot “clusters.” The ’eskol usually refers to a cluster of 
grapes, but its association with henna blossoms in the Hebrew of 1:14 
indicates that the term could be used in a broader sense. Here it applies 
to clusters of dates. 

7:9 * amarti , literally “I said,” in the sense of “I thought,” as in 

Gen. 20:11, 44:28. A rhetorical device used often in the Bible to indicate 
the inner process of thought. Note also the related expressions of the 
type “I said in my heart,” Eccles. 1:16, 2:1, 3:17,18, Isa. 14:13, 49:21. 

" 1 QT 121 be-tamar. One would expect ba-tamar; the sense requires that 
“palm** have the definite article. 
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VDP)P3 nrn'N ’ ohazah be-sansinnav “let me hold on to its sansinnim 
The exact meaning of sansinnim is uncertain. Possibly referring to the 
stringlike stalks of the palm tree that hold the fruit. One grasps these 
stalks to pick the fruit. 

n* - ]! ve-reah 9 appek , literally “the scent of your nose.” Since the 
nose is the organ associated with breathing and breath, as in the 
common expressions nismat ’appo, nismat ruah ’appo “breath of his 
nose” (Gen. 2:7, 7:22; Isa. 2:22; 2 Sam. 22:16; Ps. 18:16), “nose” may 
be explained as a metonymy for “breath” here. See Isa. 52:7, where the 
literal “feet” is used in the sense of “steps.” 

7:10 31 PH ve-hikkek ke-yeyn ha- toby literally “and your 

palate like good wine.” For the association of the lovers’ palates with 
wine, see 5:16, and also 4:11, where the Shulamite’s mouth is associated 
with sweetness. 

*YI*Tb #ln holek le-dodi le-meysarim , literally “going to my 
lover smoothly.” Here the Shulamite playfully interrupts her lover, 
completing his sentence (see pp. 16-17). For “go” m the sense of 
“flow” see Eccles. 1:7 and Joel 4:18 (3:18 in English versions), and espe¬ 
cially Prov. 23:31, where the expression yithallek be-meysarim “flows 
smoothly” is said specifically of wine and its effect. 

MIT dobeb siptey yesenim . Rashi, Ibn Ezra, and some 
modern commentators translate this enigmatic phrase along the lines of 
“[wine] that causes the lips of those that are asleep to speak or move.” 
One possible way to understand this image is as a hyperbole: the wine is 
so powerful, and so irresistible, that it is capable even of arousing one 
from sleep. But the association of the root dbb with either “to speak” or 
“to move” is highly problematic, making the interpretation adopted 
here as conjectural as all others offered for this phrase. 

7:11 'ty] HIT* ’ani le-dodi ve-'alay tesuqato , liter¬ 

ally “I am my lover’s and his desire is for me.” The use of tesuqah 
“desire” calls attention to itself, since this particular word occurs at only 
two other points in the Bible—in decidedly negative contexts: Gen. 3:16 
“your desire shall be for your husband [ 9 el r isek tesuqatek] and he shall 
rule over you,” and Gen. 4:7 “its [Sin’s] desire is for you [’eleyka 
tesuqato] yet you must master [literally, rule over] it.” The resemblance 
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between these three verses extends beyond the use of this particular 
word to a specific detail of syntax, namely that the prepositional phrase 
marking the object of desire occurs before tesuqah for emphasis; 
compare 1:4, 3:3. 

In Genesis, man is expected to rule over woman, as well as over Sin (the 
use of the same verb— masal “to rule”—in both verses makes the paral¬ 
lelism painfully obvious). Moreover, sexual desire is presented as entirely 
one-directional: woman desires man, and he has dominion over her. 

In light of this patently similar wording, Song 7:11 reads almost like a 
deliberate reversal of Gen. 3:16, turning it upside down by making the 
woman the object of desire. And instead of the dominion of man over 
woman, the present verse speaks of a relationship of mutuality, 
expressed in a formula of reciprocal love like that in 2:16, 6:3. In the 
Song, sex is free of notions of control, dominion, hierarchy. 

7:12 0**1333 nalinah ba-keparim , literally “let us pass the 

night among the henna bushes.” Song 7:12-13 and 1:13-14 are similar 
in their sequence of associations: compare the sequence in 7:12-13 nali¬ 
nah “to pass the night,” keparim “henna bushes” and keramim “vine¬ 
yards” with that in 1:13-14 yalin “passing the night,” * eskol ha-koper 
“henna cluster” and karmey ‘eyn gedi “vineyards of Ein Gedi” (Fox). 

It has been suggested that the invitation in 7:12 allows two readings, 
“among the henna bushes” or “in the villages” (Fox, Murphy). For 
keparim “villages” see 1 Chron. 27:25. But the tightly woven web of 
associated images in 7:12-13 and 1:13-14 supports only the reading 
“henna bushes.” 

7:13 mirain ran ... iaan nmS'DN 71N*1) nir’eh y im pare hah 

• f m m * t f * T I T T I * * 

ha-gepen . . . henesu ha-rimmonim, literally “we will see if the vine is in 
bloom,. . . if the pomegranates have budded.” Vines and pomegranates 
are associated with the Shulamite’s sexuality throughout the Song, as in 
1:6, 4:13, 7:9, 8:2. In the present verse this association is even more 
narrowly focused, and relates specifically to her readiness for a sexual 
encounter: in the place where the vines and pomegranates are in bloom, 
she promises, “There I will give you my love [dodim],” The wording, the 
scene, and the erotic association is much the same as in 6:11. In that 
case, it is the young man who goes down to the walnut grove in order to 
find out whether the vines and pomegranates are blooming, a visit that 
culminates in the sexual encounter of 6:12. In both instances erotic 
readiness is ^fleeted in nature. 
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YTDIpn TIM pittah ba-semadar “[if] the blossoms have opened.” 
Semadar, occurring only in the Song, is a collective noun for buds or 
blossoms of the vine; compare 2:13,15. Pittah (pi'el) is used here in an 
intransitive sense; compare Isa. 48:8 lo’ pittehah ’ozneka “your ear has 
never opened up,” Isa. 60:11 pittehu se‘arayik tamid “your gates shall 
be open continually.” 

doday, literall> w my lovemaking.” The preceding verb “give” under¬ 
lines the physical concreteness of dodim; compare note 1:2. 

7:14 D'NTVT duda’im “mandrakes.” A native of the Mediterranean 
area, the mandrake plant, or mandragora (Martdragora officinarum) is 
found in most parts of Israel. It has large leaves, beautiful purple flow¬ 
ers, and juicy, golden fruits. Its odor is reportedly pungent and distinc¬ 
tive, and may have been considered pleasant or exciting (Pope). For the 
ancient belief in its aphrodisiac properties, see Gen. 30:14-16. The asso¬ 
ciation of mandrakes with sex may rest in part on the fact that the sound 
of the word duda’im is similar to dodim “lovemaking.” The poet plays 
with these sound associations in the present text, hence doday and 
duda’im in proximity (7:13-14), and dodi “my lover” in nearly every 
verse of this section (7:10,11,12,14). 

tin/un} natenu reah, literally “have given off fragrance”; see 1:12, 
2:13. Again, erotic readiness is mirrored by nature: “I will give you my 
love” {7:13) resembles “the mandrakes have given [their] fragrance” 
(7:14), with the use of the identical verb natan emphasizing the associa¬ 
tion. 

‘al petaheynu “at our doors.” The “doors” belong to the 
“houses,” or “chambers” in the outdoors where the two lovers meet; 
compare notes 1:4,17. The possessive “our” conveys loving intimacy, 
not ownership, as in 1:16 “our bed,” 1:17 “our houses,” “our rafters,” 
2:9 “our wall,” 2:12 “our land.” The phrase itself carries a special 
symbolism: in Hebrew, as in other languages, being “at the door” conveys 
immediate availability, closeness at hand, easy reach. 

D'TJQ'^3 kol megadim, literally “all kinds of delicious things, delica¬ 
cies.” Outside the Song, this word occurs only in Deut. 33:13-16 (in the 
singular meged) with reference to the choicest bounties bestowed on 
mankind by nature. Since megadim was mentioned in 4:13,16 in associ- 
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ation with fruit (peri megadim) and in the context of exotic spices, the 
reference in the present verse is probably to delicious rare fruit. 

Kol , commonly just “all,” may also mean “all kinds of,” as in Gen. 
2:9 kol ( es nehmad le-mar’eh, implying “every kind of tree pleasant to 
look at.” 

D'JTpyM U'Vin badasim gam yesanim , literally “both new and old.” 
This particular expression, also used in relation to something valuable 
that is hidden, occurs in Matt. 13:52 in the parable of the householder 
who “brings out of his treasure things new and old.” Such similarities of 
language and imagery may belong to a common stock of idiomatic 
expressions underlying the Old and New testaments. 

The translation offered here presupposes this syntactic analysis (in 
simplified paraphrase, reflecting the Hebrew word order): “at our doors 
delicacies new and old I hid for you.” This parsing of 8:14 seems more 
straightforward than the one suggested by the liturgical accents, which 
is syntactically rather problematical. 

8:1 *QN '“TV? P31> ^7 TINS 'Q mi yittenka ke- 9 ab li yoneq 
sedey 9 immi, literally “if only you were like a brother to me, one who 
nursed at my mother’s breasts.” If the young man were her brother, she 
could kiss him freely in the street without being exposed to contempt or 
reprimand—or possibly even being taken for a harlot, like the woman in 
Prov. 7:13, who “caught hold of [a young man] and kissed him” in the 
street. These words should not be taken to imply that the Shulamite 
wishes for a brother-sister relation with her lover; rather, as Fox notes, 
a brother is someone to whom she could legitimately show her affection 
in public. 

Mi yitten is commonly used to introduce a fervent wish, as in Jer. 9:1 
“Oh that I were [mi yitteneni] in the desert at an encampment for 
wayfarers,” or 2 Sam. 19:1 (18:33 in English versions) “Would that I 
had died instead of you!” (mi yitten muti 9 ani tahteyka). 

The second phrase, yoneq sedey ’immi, is an expression of tenderness 
and intimacy: the Shulamite wants to be as close to her lover as if they 
were nursing together at their mother’s breasts. 

Ke- generally means “as, like,” but in hypothetical, contrary-to-fact 
statements like this one, the particle may mean “as if,” as in Gen. 27:12 
“I shall seem to him as if I were someone who is mocking,” ki-meta‘tea‘; 
Ps. 126:1 “we were like those who dream,” ke-holemim t i.e., as if in a 
dream. 
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*|i ... ^N^QN ’emsa’aka . . . ’essaqeka, literally “I would find/ 
meet you ... I would kiss you.” The logical relation is conditional-tempo¬ 
ral: “If I were to meet you, or, when I met you, I would. . . .” For masa’ 
used in the sense of incidentally crossing someone’s path, see also 3:3, 5:8. 

gam lo’ yabuzu It “yet no one would scorn/despise me,” 
literally “they would not,” with the masculine plural in the generalizing 
sense of “everybody.” For gam in the adversative sense “yet,” see Ps. 
129:2 “Sorely have they afflicted me from my youth, yet they have not 
prevailed against me,” gam lo’ yakelu lu 

8:2 ’etthageka ’abi’aka, literally “I would guide you, I 

would bring you.” Here and in 3:4 one may note a departure from the 
tradition, at least as reflected in Gen. 24:67, where it is the man (Isaac) 
who brings the woman (Rebecca) into his mother’s tent. Compare note 
on 7:11. 

For examples of the joining of verbs without an expected conjunction 
(called “asyndeton”), compare 2:11 halap halak , literally “passed, was 
gone,” 5:6 hamaq ‘abar , literally “slipped away, was gone.” 

'nipbri telammedent can mean either “she will teach me,” or “you 
[masc. sing.] will teach me”; either way the actual meaning remains 
uncertain. Since the word telammedeni does not itself constitute a 
complete line of verse, some commentators consider the Masoretic Text 
here corrupt, emending it to “and to the room of her who bore me,” 
following the parallel in 3:4; this is supported by the variant readings in 
the Septuagint and Peshitta. 

On the other hand, the unemended Masoretic Text in the reading “she 
will teach me” makes sense if the Shulamite were expecting her mother 
to instruct her in the art of love. Commenting on this verse, Landy 
(1983), 100, 250, sees the mother as participating in "the lovers’ 
amorous education.” Compare Ruth 3:1-5, where Naomi instructs her 
daughter-in-law to wash and anoint herself, and put on her best clothes, 
in preparation for her expected encounter with Boaz. This custom has 
ancient antecedents: the Sumerian goddess Inanna, at her mother’s 
command, “bathed herself, anointed herself with goodly oil,” before her 
meeting with Dumuzi; see Kramer (1969), 77. 

’asqeka “I will give you to drink,” compare * essaqeka “I would 
kiss you,” 8:1. The phonetic similarity between these two verbs points to 


210 


THE SONG OF SONGS 



the associative link between kissing and wine so prevalent in the Song; 
see also 1:2. 

'iQT P'PP ‘as is rimmoni, literally “the juice of my pomegranate.” ‘Asis 
is consistently used as a poetic term for wine and intoxicating juices in 
general, Isa. 49:26, Joel 1:5, 4:18 (3:18 in English versions), Amos 
9:13. 

8:3 See 2:6. 

8:4 lYIPJVnpl VPPJTnp mah ta‘iru u-mah te‘oreru, literally “never 
to ... , and never to,” as in 2:7 and 3:5, but here with mah instead of 
'im of the earlier adjurations. For mah as a negation see 1 Kings 12:16, 
Job 31:1, Prov. 31:2. 

8:5 na-rQrnp H^P TINT 'Q mi zo’t ( olah . . . “Who is that rising. 
. . .” See remarks in note 3:6. 

rnlTbP rt?79nnp mitrappeqet *al dodah , literally “leaning on her 
lover.” Though a biblical hapax, the root rpq occurs in a number of 
Semitic languages in words with meanings ranging from the noun 
“elbow” to the verb “to rest one’s arm, lean on something.” 

^prnilP m 9 rm nrip tahat ha-tappuah ‘orartika, literally “under the 
apricot tree I awakened you,” with “awaken” in the erotic sense, as in 
the adjurations 2:7, 3:5, 8:4. The erotic import is manifest in view of the 
implications of 2:3, where the Shulamite tells of sitting in the shade of 
the apricot tree and tasting its fruit. In the symbolism of 2:3, the apricot 
is of course his fruit. The speaker here is the young woman, as the 
Masoretic Text voweling clearly indicates. 

np)P sammah hibbelatka ’immeka, literally “there your 
mother conceived you.” Hibbel (pi‘el) “conceive, get pregnant,” as in Ps. 
7:15 “He conceives evil [yehabbel *ai/en \ 9 is pregnant with mischief, and 
gives birth to a lie.” 

nbari npIP sammah hibbelah yeladatka , literally “there she 
conceived, gave birth to you,” i.e., “conceived and gave birth,” with the 
coordinate verbs joined asyndetically, as in 8:2, “I will lead you, bring 
you.” 
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There can be little doubt that the conception and birth under the apri¬ 
cot tree must not be taken as realistic reportage, as in some commen¬ 
taries. These details add a mythic dimension to the figure of the young 
man; the motif of a birth under a tree is found in many myths in antiq¬ 
uity (Pope, 663). But the association of birth and tree may have an 
additional explanation. In order to give birth to their fawns, hinds 
often return to their own birthplace under a tree (Feliks, quoted in 
Hakham, 16). Since the young lover in the Song is repeatedly com¬ 
pared to a gazelle (2:9,17, 8:14) this association would be especially 
evocative. 

Many versions translate along the lines of “there your mother 
conceived you, there the one who bore you conceived,” treating the last 
word of the sentence as if it were an epithet, “the one who gave birth to 
you,” parallel to the preceding “your mother.” In this understanding, 
only the conception takes place under the apricot tree, not the birth. But 
a reading with “the one who” would require a participial form 
yoladteka, a word that is typically spelled with a waw (ywldtk), as in 
Song 6:9, Jer. 50:12, Prov. 17:25, 23:25, whereas the word in the present 
verse unmistakably indicates a verb in the perfect, yeladatka . In an alter¬ 
native approach. Fox (compare Grossberg, 488) suggests that the verb 
be understood as nominalized, literally “conceived [the] she-bore-you.” 
But this admittedly attractive proposal is not without its own problems. 
Nominalizations of verbs do of course occur but, significant to the case 
at hand, they typically function attributively, as genitives or as relative 
clauses, and not as the subject of a verb. See also WO, 87, n. 13. 

8:6 onirp simeni ka-hotam ‘al lib - 

beka . . . 'al zero'eka, literally “Set me as a seal upon your heart, . . . 
your arm.” A seal on the heart and arm implies belonging, physical close¬ 
ness, and intimacy. Seals or signets, made of metal or stone and often 
exquisitely engraved, were worn on the hand as a ring, higher up on the 
arm as an amulet, or on a cord around the neck, resting on the chest 
(Pope). A seal served as a form of identification, as in the story of Tamar 
and Judah (Gen. 38:18-26), and was numbered among a person’s most 
precious possessions. Of deep symbolic significance, a seal stands for the 
owner’s identity, honor, and fate; see Jer. 22:24, Hag. 2:23. For the weighty 
significance implied in placing an object of symbolic import on one’s hand 
or heart, see Prov. 3:3, 6:21, 7:3, and Deut. 6:8, 11:18. (The verses in 
Deuteronomy furnish the biblical basis for the wearing of phylacteries.) 
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nya? 5 TTP f azzah ka-mavet “as strong/fierce as death.” For *az used 
specifically in the sense of “fierce,” see Deut. 28:50 'az panim “fierce of 
countenance,” Judg. 14:18 *az me- 3 art “more fierce than the lion” 
(rather than “more strong”; compare Prov. 30:30, where the lion is 
proverbial for ferocity, not strength). 

Hlpi? qasah ki-s’ol, literally “hard/cruel as Sheol.” Although 
Sheol is the personified netherworld in the biblical worldview (see Isa. 
28:15,18, Ps. 89:49, Hab. 2:5), the word is often used simply as a 
synonym for “death.” 

71 N 3 J 7 qiriah “jealousy,” as correctly noted by Fox (not “passion,” as in 
many modern translators and commentators). What is meant here is not 
jealousy as an independent force, but the jealousy that is a by-product of 
love, the jealousy ignited by love. The real focus of this line, as of the 
ones that follow, is love. We have added the “its” in “its jealousy” to 
clarify the point. 

rPfllPl resapeyha rispey ’es, salhebetyah, liter¬ 
ally “its sparks are sparks of fire, an enormous flame.” The exact mean¬ 
ing of resep is uncertain; in Job 5:7 the word has been widely understood 
as referring to sparks rising from a fire. Taking “spark” as a metaphor 
for something very small, we see in Song 8:6 an intensification by way of 
contrast. The image moves from the sparks to the flame: love is so 
powerful that even its tiny sparks bum like great fires. 

It has long been debated whether or not salhebetyah contains the name 
of the God of Israel. While it is likely that -yah derives from “Yah,” the 
short form of “Yahweh,” this ending long ago lost its association with 
God’s name, and became simply a suffix denoting intensity, as in Jer. 2:31 
ma’pelyah “thick darkness,” Ps. 118:5 merhabyah “great relief.” (For 
the semantic change involved, compare the expression 1 Sam. 14:15 
herdat ’elohim “a great terror,” literally “God’s terror,” and similarly 
Gen. 35:5, 1 Sam. 11:7, and others.) The very spelling of salhebetyah as 
a single word supports this assessment, since the name “Yah” (God) is 
always spelled as a separate word, as in Ps. 115:18 va-’artahnu nebarek 
yah “but we will bless the Lord,” Exod. 15:2, 17:16, Ps. 68:19. 

8:7 rQHN3 ... JJjP'ON ’im yitten ’is . . . ba-’ahabah, literally 
“if a man gave [all the wealth of his house] for love,” i.e., traded it, or 
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tried/offered/intended to trade it, in exchange for love. The point of this 
aphorism is that love is beyond all material value, and cannot be bought 
for any price. Hence anyone attempting to buy love would be considered 
a fool. An alternate reading—the man who gives up everything for love 
is mocked by an uncomprehending world—seems less fitting in this 
context: the poet is praising the greatness of love, a cosmic force, not 
bemoaning the small-mindedness of human beings. The topos of 
comparison with mere earthly wealth continues in 8:11-12. 

For the idiomatic expression “to give all the wealth of one’s house” or 
“half of one’s house” see 1 Kings 13:8 and Prov. 6:31. For the special 
sense of the preposition b- as used here, compare Gen. 29:18 s e‘ebodeka 
. . . be-rahel “I will serve you for [i.e., in order to obtain] Rachel.” 

V? T 13 boz yabuzu lo “he would be utterly scorned / despised” 

(the so-called absolute infinitive preceding the verb for strong affirma¬ 
tion; see WO, 586). One may perceive a closure here, formally echoing 
8:1: “If only you were like . . . , no one would scorn me,” “If a man 
gave. . . , he would be scorned.” The formal similarity is more sharply 
profiled in Hebrew because of the presence of the verbs yitten and buz in 
both verses. 

Despite the obvious differences in purpose and tone, this aphorism 
recalls the sayings in Matt. 13:44-46 and 16:26. In each case, something 
of material worth is weighed against a spiritual value such as love, the 
soul, the Kingdom of Heaven. 

8:8-10 The great difficulty of this section is reflected in the widely 
differing interpretations given in the commentaries. There is hardly any 
consensus even on essential questions such as (1) the identity of the 
“little sister” (some commentators postulate a younger sister of the 
Shulamite); (2) the identity of the speakers in 8:8-9 (proposals include 
the brothers; a group of suitors; the brothers in 8:8, and the suitors in 
8:9; the girls of Jerusalem; the young man; the Shulamite, quoting an 
earlier speech by her brothers); and, most crucially, (3) the meaning of 
the “wall” and “door” metaphors. For overviews of the various possi¬ 
bilities, see Pope and Fox. 

8:8 The brothers are the most likely speakers in 8:8-9 (compare Pope, 
Fox, Falk). Responsibility of brothers for a sister is well established in 
the Bible, especially in matters pertaining to sexuality and marriage, as 
in the case of Rebecca, Gen. 24:29-60; Dinah, Gen. 34:6-17; and the 
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daughters of Shiloh, Judg. 21:22. Song 1:6 clearly reflects the fraternal 
authority of the brothers over the Shulamite. 

qetannah “little” does not refer to the Shulamite*s size but to her 
sexual immaturity in her brothers’ eyes. (In the language of the 
Mishnah, qetannah and qatan become the legal terms for minors, 
defined as “a girl up till twelve years and one day,” and “a boy till thir¬ 
teen and one day.”) 

nb D?*TV!>1 ve-sadayim *eyn lah “and she has no breasts.” Well- 
formed breasts and pubic hair are indicators that a girl has reached 
sexual readiness, Ezek. 16:7-8 ( et dodim “the age for lovemaking.” (The 
same criteria apply in the Mishnah, see R. Biale, 206.) The brothers’ 
statement about the Shulamite’s having “no breasts” is as much a poetic 
hyperbole as her defiant counterassertion of having breasts “like 
towers.” 

n 3 ' 13 'T*lp Dl *3 ba-yom se-yedubbar bah , literally “on the day when 
she will be spoken for/wooed,” i.e., by prospective suitors. For an exam¬ 
ple oidabber b- used in this sense see 1 Sam. 25:39. Our free translation 
with the verb “besiege” borrows from the language and imagery of 
8:9-10. 


8:9 ... N'n nbVONI ... N'H nnin-DN 'im homah hi’. . . ve-‘im 

y • T » • I • ▼ 

delet hi* . . . , literally “if she is a wall. . . and if she is a door. . . .” 
The question here is whether the “wall”/“door” metaphors are synony¬ 
mous or antithetical. To commentators who see them as antithetical, the 
dualism has a sexual connotation—inaccessibility/accessibility—with 
the clear implication of a warning. Commentators who see the 
metaphors as synonymous, on the other hand, argue that no such 
contrast is intended, citing specific contexts in which delet unmistakably 
denotes the door as a structure rather than an opening. 

The case for the antithetical reading is substantially stronger. In a 
familiar biblical pattern, *im . . . ve-*im . . . , the second of the two 
coordinated conditional sentences spells out the negative consequence if 
the first condition is not fulfilled, as in Isa. 1:19-20, “If you are willing 
. . . you shall eat the good of the land; but if you refuse and rebel, you 
shall be devoured by the sword”; see also Deut. 20:11-1, etc. In this 
antithetical reading, the conjunctive ve- is the semantic equivalent of 
“but” (the adversative ve WO, 677); compare above 3:1,2, 5:6, and 
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discussion in note 1:5. On the other hand, if these metaphors were 
indeed synonymous, one would have expected the two conditional 
sentences to be arranged in the opposite order, so that the verse would 
end on “turret of silver 71 —surely the more dramatic image—rather than 
on “panel of cedarwood.” As Alter has shown (1985) i8ff., when paral¬ 
lelism occurs in biblical poetry, “the characteristic movement of mean¬ 
ing is one of heightening or intensification.” 

nTV IVbp •"*}?? nibneh 'aleyha tirat kasep “we will build a 
silver turret upon her.” The meaning of tirah is uncertain, but the use in 
Ezek. 46:23 suggests some round formation of masonry. In a verse such 
as this, in which everything has a symbolic import, a tirah made of silver 
instead of stone surely adds a note of grandeur. 

TIN nib rpbp ttasur *aleyha luah 'arez, literally “we will besiege 
her with a plank/panel of cedar,” i.e., bolt her, or enclose her with it. 
Commentators trying to play down the harshness implied in this image 
tend to explain the board of cedar as primarily ornamental, like the 
silver turret. In a similar vein, others consider “silver” and “cedar” to be 
allusions to conciliatory gifts by the brothers (Hakham), or by suitors 
hoping to overcome the Shulamite’s resistance (Gordis). But it is hard to 
ignore the contrast between these two materials. For although cedar 
wood was greatly prized for its strength and durability, silver was a far 
more precious material. It is therefore more plausible that these materi¬ 
als are named here for their difference, not for any possible similarity. 
Indeed, the contrast in value between silver and cedar is most likely 
intended to underline and enhance the “wail”/“door” antithesis. 

A word on the language is called for. The most frequent use of the 
verb sar followed by the preposition 'al occurs in contexts in which a 
siege is laid against a city, e.g., Jer. 37:5 ha-sarim *al yerusalayim “those 
who were besieging Jerusalem,” and 2 Kings 18:9 va-yasar f aleyha “and 
he besieged it.” If indeed a siege metaphor is implied in this verse, then 
the plank of cedar functions as the instrument with which the “siege” is 
carried out. In this regard, Isa. 29:3 provides a close analogue: ve-sarti 
‘alayik mussab va-haqimoti 'alayik mesurot “I will besiege you 
[Jerusalem] with a mussab, and I will raise siegeworks [mesurot] against 
you,” with the siege instrument as the direct object of the verb sar, as in 
the phrase at hand. (The identity of the term mussab is unknown, but its 
syntactic parallelism with mesurot “siegeworks” suggests a specific 
structure or instrument used in a siege.) 
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It is hard to ignore the antithesis between “building a silver turret” 
upon the Shulamite, which evokes notions of crowning, and the threat¬ 
ening siege metaphor in the second half of the verse. Notice in this 
connection the difference in the use of the preposition ‘al. With the verb 
sar, it has an adversarial sense, “laying a siege against” (‘al with the 
meaning “against” occurs also with other verbs). But with banah “to 
build,” ‘al has a simple locative sense, “we will build upon her” (as in 
8:6 ‘al libbeka, ‘al zero‘eka “upon your heart, upon your arm”). 

8:10 nnin * 3 N ’ ani homah “I am a wall.” Contrary to the common 

T * *1 * / 

view (Pope, Ginsburg, and others), it is very unlikely that the Shulamite 
uses “wall” as a metaphor for chastity—no matter how her brothers 
intended that metaphor in the first place. A claim of chastity by the 
Shulamite would make little sense since the two lovers have spent the 
night together (1:13-14, and probably also 7:12-13), and have made 
love (5:1, 6:12, etc.); similarly Fox. A more plausible interpretation is to 
see the “wall” as related to another metaphor of the Song, the “locked 
garden,” which symbolizes the Shulamite’s sexuality: she is inaccessible 
to anyone but her lover. The common element of a wall and a locked 
garden is the sense of enclosure, of a concealed space behind a barrier. It 
evokes a sexuality that is hidden, even mysterious, and therefore all the 
more inviting. The lover has the key to the garden, as well as to the 
“door” in the wall. Viewed in this way, the “wall” activates a whole set 
of related images, such as the Shulamite as a dove concealed in the 
shadow of rocks (2:14), as a “hidden well” and “sealed spring” (4:12), 
as waiting behind the door at night (5:2-5), and as the mysterious 
“dweller in the gardens” (8:13). 

ka-migdalot, literally “like towers,” alludes both to the 
breasts and to towers or battlements on a wall. With this image the 
Shulamite sharply opposes her brothers’ claim about her lack of physi¬ 
cal maturity. 

TXt?y HNSlM TN 9 az hayiti be-‘eynav ke-mos'et salom, 

literally “so then I became in his eyes as one who finds peace.” The 
phrase is so obscure that any interpretation is necessarily tentative. We 
presume an associative link between two images: the Shulamite under 
“siege” (8:9) and the besieged city that achieves peace, see Deut. 
20:10-11. At the root of this association is the well-known symbolic 
connection between “city” and “woman” which manifests itself in vari- 
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ous ways, such as in the typical feminine gender of the words for “city” 
in Hebrew and many other languages; the use of city epithets with 
“daughter” (see note 7:5); the obvious sexual connotations of conquer¬ 
ing and entering a city. These associations may be combined in a hypo¬ 
thetical scenario: the victorious lover enters the gate of the city, which 
then becomes a city “that finds peace.” (We owe this final image in our 
free translation to Robert Alter.) 

In a different approach, several commentators understand the difficult 
idiom mos'et salont as synonymous with mos’et hen “one who finds 
favor.” However, because antithetical images dominate in 8:9, it seems 
more plausible to understand salom in its regular meaning, “peace,” and 
to see this concept as a deliberate contrast to the preceding expressions 
of war and siege, “we will besiege her,” “breasts like towers/battle¬ 
ments” (see also Falk, 195). 

The possessive pronoun “his” of “his eyes” has no explicit antecedent 
in the preceding verses. But since this is an exchange between the 
Shulamite and her brothers, who have just been discussing in her pres¬ 
ence what to do when suitors ask for her hand (8:8), one can safely 
assume that her lover is uppermost in her mind, and that he is the one 
she refers to. 

8:11-12 This Parable of the Vineyard implies that love outweighs the 
riches of this world; in this respect it resembles the spirit of 8:7. The 
young man, who is the speaker (as conclusively argued by Falk, and see 
also Fox), compares his lot to that of King Solomon and finds that he has 
the better deal—never mind the king’s enormous wealth. Solomon owns 
a marvelously lucrative vineyard, but must share its profits with keepers 
who guard it and market its fruit. In contrast, the young man’s “vine¬ 
yard” is entirely his own, and that makes all the difference. The tone is 
sprightly with a touch of humor, a pleasant contrast to the weightiness 
of the preceding verses. 

8:11 TitibV'? n>n m3 kerem hayah li-selomoh “Solomon had a 

I f f TT / 

vineyard.” The style is narrative, and the word order, beginning with an 
indefinite noun (literally “a vineyard was to Solomon”) is like that in 
two other stories involving vineyards, the parable in Isa. 5:1 kerem 
hayah li-ydidi “my beloved had a vineyard,” and the story of Naboth’s 
vineyard in 1 Kings 21:1. Compare also the beginning of Job, Vs hayah 
“There was a man. . . 
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] 1 DH be-ba*al hamon “in Baal Hamon.” Even if Solomon did 

own a vineyard in a location called Baal Hamon (for possible identifica¬ 
tions see Pope, 687), the historical existence of either the place or the 
vineyard is not relevant to the purpose of the parable. Read literally, 
ba‘al hamon means “owner of great wealth” and thus may well be a 
playfully invented place name alluding to the king himself (compare bat 
rabbim t note 7:5), formed on the model of the many actual place names 
with ba‘al as the first term, e.g., Josh. 11:17 ba'al gad , Num. 33:7 ba'al 
sepon , 2 Sam. 13:23 ba*al hasor, etc. For a similarly symbolic place 
name see Gen. 4:16 *eres nod , literally “the Land of Wandering,” the 
area of Cain’s banishment; see Speiser, 31. 

The meaning of hamon evokes the earlier hon “wealth” (8:7), and the 
phonetic similarity of the two words further enhances the association. A 
parallel is thus suggested between the wealthy king (ba*al hamon) who 
cannot fully enjoy his possessions but must keep a watchful eye over them, 
and the foolish man who thinks he can use his wealth (hon) to buy love. 

0**1133 noterim “watchmen/keepers,” specifically of a vineyard (root 
ntr> used also in 1:6, replacing earlier nsr). The keepers and their speci¬ 
fied wages are the one element that ties this parable to the reality of 
everyday life. In this regard, the keepers are the counterpart of the labor¬ 
ers in the New Testament parable of the vineyard in Matt. 20:1-16. 

I 1 *!?)? 3 is yabi y be-piryo 3 elep kasep, literally “each 

would obtain/procure/bring for its fruit a thousand pieces of silver.” 
Each keeper would sell the fruit of the plot in his charge and get a thou¬ 
sand pieces of silver for it, of which he would keep two hundred for his 
labor (8:12). A vineyard that brought in one thousand pieces of silver 
was proverbial for a rich vineyard, see Isa. 7:23; thus the one owned by 
Solomon must have been especially lucrative, since each of the keepers 
procured that sum. 

8:12 'PI? karmi selli lepanay, literally “my vineyard, 

mine, is before me.” The independent emphatic possessive (selli “my 
very own”) is added to underline the contrast: Solomon must share his 
vineyard with others, whereas the young man has his vineyard all to 
himself. For the idiomatic use of “before me” in the sense of “right at 
hand, close by, within reach,” sometimes also “in someone’s care,” see 
Gen. 47:6. 
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On the level of the metaphor, the “vineyard” represents the 
Shulamite’s womanhood and, more specifically, her sexuality. This 
image provides a sense of closure: the vineyard she says she failed to 
guard earlier (1:6) is now in the care of her lover (8:iz). Both lovers refer 
to the vineyard as theirs, karmi selli —just as the “garden” she calls hers 
(4:16) is the one he calls “my garden” (5:1). 

titiby ^ ha-'elep leka, selomoh , literally “the thousand be 

yours, Solomon!” i.e., the thousand pieces of silver you get from each 
keeper. Apart from the money, the statement may also allude to 
Solomon’s thousand wives; see 1 Kings 11:3. This adds another implica¬ 
tion to the phrase ba‘al hamoti (8:11), namely “husband of a multi¬ 
tude,” since ba‘al can mean both “owner” and “husband.” The tone 
here is mocking: Have your thousand, great king, whatever they be! 

le-noterim, but one variant reading has la-noterim , the vowel- 
ing one would expect, to indicate the definite article (“those who guard”). 

8:13 rni£>1*n ha-yosebet ba-gannim, literally “O the one who 

dwells [fern.] in the gardens.” Probably meaning a woman associated 
with a garden, or gardens, with the plural gantiim as in 4:15. 

>)>)tjbipb on?n haberim maqsibim le-qolek, hasmi- 

*ini , literally “companions/friends listen for your voice, let me hear [it]!” 
In the absence of any further identification, the indefiniteness of the 
noun “friends” is difficult; commentators have suggested various emen¬ 
dations of the Masoretic Text. In the present reading, the words are 
understood as one of the many hyperboles the lovers use in their enthu¬ 
siasm for each other. Earlier, the Shulamite uses an indefinite ‘ alamot 
“young women” in her emphatic assertion (1:3) “young women love 
you.” In the same spirit, the young man is saying here in effect that all 
friends—his, hers, always!—listen for her voice. Interpreted in this light, 
haberim maqsibim does not presuppose the actual presence of the 
friends at the scene, contrary to the many translations with “are listen- 

* _ W 

mg* 

The liturgical accents mark a break after le-qolek “your voice.” An 
alternative though somewhat less natural parsing is to view this phrase 
as a fronted direct object of “let me hear,” i.e., le-qolek hasmVini (intro¬ 
duced by le-y as in Job 5:2). The meaning is the same in either case. 
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8:14 O'D'Oa >m *?v ... >3S^ **nim ma berah dodi u- 

-r ^ T I - J - • I • • l “i • -I 

demeh le-ka li-sebi . . . 'al harey besamim. Literally “Run away, my 
love, and be like a gazelle ... on the mountains of spices.” Our free 
translation with “cinnamon” borrows from the NEB of 2:17, “the hills 
where cinnamon grows.” 

Coming at the end of the Song, this request by the Shulamite—“Run 
away”—has caused difficulties for many translators, who prefer to read 
“flee with me,” or “flee to me,” or “return,” or “come into the open,” 
or the like. All these readings are unacceptable, since barah can only 
mean “to flee away from ” someone, or something; nor is there any 
textual support for the suggestion that she asks him to run away with 
her. Rather, this final exchange between the two lovers, 8:13-14, evokes 
a familiar setting: the young man asking the Shulamite to let him hear 
her voice, as in 2:14, and she urging him to run away before sunrise so 
that he will not be caught, as in 2:17 (where sob “to turn” is likewise 
meant in the sense of “to turn away from speaker”). The Song thus ends 
with the motif of the lovers parting at dawn, as in the aubade of later 
traditions—an ending that looks forward in anticipation to another 
meeting. 
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Transliteration Table 



T 

1 HE transcription represents the sounds as they are pronounced 
in Modern Hebrew, not the presumed original pronunciation. In specific 
cases, however, we depart from a purely phonetic representation in 
order to facilitate the recognition of the Hebrew forms and to enhance 
their grammatical transparency. For example, the transcription differen¬ 
tiates between 1 and ‘, b and v , k and h> t and t , k and q, s and s, even 
though these sounds are no longer phonetically distinguished in Modern 
Hebrew. For the same reason, we reproduce the feminine ending -ah, 
even though the h is not pronounced. For the sake of simplicity, the 
doubling of consonants after the definite article and after the waw- 
conversive is not reproduced. 


HEBREW LETTER TRANSCRIPTION 


PRONUNCIATION 


N 

a 

a 

a 

i 

n 

r 

n 

v 

* 

a 

a 

*7 


b 

b 

g 

d 

h 

v 

z 

h 

t 

y 

k 

k 

l 


glottal stop 

b 

v 

g as in garden 

d 

h 

v 

z 

German ch as in doch 
t 

y as in young 

k as in king 

German ch as in doch 

/ as in French, German, 
or Spanish 
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TRANSCRIPTION 


PRONUNCIATION 


HEBREW LETTER 

D/D 

1/3 

V 

V 

a 

Vfi 

y/x 

P 


m 

n 

s 


P 

P 

s 

<7 





s 

s 

S 



t 


m 

n 

s as in song 
glottal stop 

P 

f 

ts as in goats 

k as in king 

French r as in grand 
(or rolled as in 
Spanish oro) 

sh 

s as in song 
t 
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Abbreviations 



AJSL 

American Journal of Semitic Languages and Literatures 

BA 

Biblical Archaeologist 

BDB 

Brown, Driver, and Briggs, Hebrew and English Lexicon 
of the Old Testament 

BCE 

before the common era (B.C.) 

BHK 

Biblia Hebraica (Kittel et al., eds.) 

BHS 

Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (Elliger and Rudolph, eds.) 

BR 

Bible Review 

CBQ 

Catholic Bible Quarterly 

CE 

common era (A.D.) 

1 Chron. 

First Book of Chronicles 

1 Chron. 

Second Book of Chronicles 

Dan. 

Daniel 

Deut. 

Deuteronomy 

Eccles. 

Ecclesiastes 

Exod. 

Exodus 

Ezek. 

Ezekiel 

Gen. 

Genesis 

GKC 

Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar (Kautzsch and Cowley, eds.) 

Hab. 

Habakkuk 

Hag. 

Haggai 

HAR 

Hebrew Annual Review 

Isa. 

Isaiah 

JAOS 

Journal of the American Oriental Society 

]BL 

Journal of Biblical Literature 

Jer. 

Jeremiah 

Josh. 

Joshua 

JPS 

Jewish Publication Society translation of the 

Old Testament 

JSOT 

Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 

JSS 

Journal of Semitic Studies 
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JTS 
Judg. 
i Kings 
z Kings 
KJV 
Lam. 

Lev. 

Matt. 

MT 

NEB 

Neh. 

NT 

Num. 

OT 

Peshitta 

PMLA 

Prov. 

Ps. 

RSV 

1 Sam. 

2 Sam. 
Septuagint 
Song 

VT 

Vulgate 

WO 

ZAW 

Zech. 

Zeph. 


Journal of Theological Studies 
Judges 

First Book of Kings 

Second Book of Kings 

King James Version (Authorized Version) 

Lamentations 

Leviticus 

Matthew 

Masoretic Text 

New English Bible 

Nehemiah 

New Testament 

Numbers 

Old Testament 

Syriac version of the Bible 

Proceedings of the Modern Language Association 
Book of Proverbs 
Book of Psalms 

Revised Standard Version of the Bible 

First Book of Samuel 

Second Book of Samuel 

Greek version of the Old Testament 

Song of Songs 

Vet us Testamentum 

Latin version of the Bible 

Waltke and O’Connor, Introduction to Biblical Hebrew 
Syntax 

Zeitschrift fur die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 

Zechariah 

Zephaniah 
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